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Abstract
This dissertation examines the portrayal of physically disabled characters in dramatic
literature over the course of the late nineteenth through the twentieth into the twenty-first
century. My core argument is that performance art, sideshows, and theatre are “safe” means by
which people have been able to look fixedly at those who are different. Additionally, this project
will address the historical context of certain plays’ productions and how our evolving
understanding of, representations of, and conceptions about those who are “different” change
over time. Theatre allows individuals to be seen and to see; thus, by utilizing the core concepts
and ideas already associated by scholars to describe physically disabled characters in literature
and film, my intention is to broaden the scope of analysis by taking the terminology out of the
reductive, culturally pervasive stereotypes of the disabled in order to show how these plays
portraying physically disabled characters need not be confined to one particular stereotype. By
taking into consideration not just the character, but the content, history, production, mise-enscène of certain plays, we may see how these physically disabled characters shift from “material
metaphor,” as Mitchell and Snyder suggest, to active agents. By studying these characters and
plays within a set of models—financial, moral, medical, and identity—the conversation can shift
where some of these characters no longer are passive, helpless victims of disability but are
representations of characters that happen to be physically disabled.
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Introduction
And probably you think,
if Aristotle was right
that human beings are social animals,
that we create ourselves in our relationships to others,
then, because the theater
is an art form that deals above all others in human relationships,
then theater is the art, par excellence,
in which we discover what it is to be human
and what is possible for humans to be.

-Edgar
A Summer Evening in Des Moines by Charles L. Mee, Jr.
Charles L. Mee, Jr., describes in the Author’s Statement at the beginning of A Summer
Evening in Des Moines how his plays have characters, like Edgar quoted above, make lucid
statements about the essence, the purpose of theatre, yet jump back into meaningless dialogue. It
is this nugget of Truth that guides the discussion of this text: how does performance art offer
audiences a new perspective of those who are “different”? It does so by the subject matter, the
casting, the writing/wrighting, the production, as well as the mise-en-scène. My core argument is
that performance art, sideshows, and theatre are “safe” means by which people have been and
continue to be able to look fixedly at those situations and at people who are different. Theatre
allows individuals to be seen and to see. This is especially important because theatre has had the
ability, especially since the nineteenth century, to allow people to formulate various perspectives
regarding what it means to be disabled. Theatre has demonstrated how humanity has struggled to
1

overcome its tendency to impose limits on people who are different, especially those who have
diverse movement abilities.
In “A Brief History of Discrimination and Disability,” Colin Barnes wrote that disabled
people have long been the “subject of superstition, persecution, and rejection.”1 While this might
be the first thing many people consider in thinking about people with disabilities and the
performance of disability, it limits the lengthy history of “performing disability.” Tracing the
history of “performing disability” is a daunting task because it is difficult to determine a point of
origin; that is, it is still undetermined which plays in dramatic history may have introduced the
first “disabled” character. Barnes attests to this fact when he explains that there is consistent bias
against disability and disabled people preserved in religion, Greek philosophy, and European
drama and art since before the Renaissance.2 Various scholars studying physical and mental
disabilities point to disabled characters from the pre-modern era, such as Tiresias, Oedipus,
Richard III, Ophelia, and Hamlet, to the more recent yet still antiquated Dickensian character,
Tiny Tim.
While characters with disabilities have been included in dramatic literature for centuries,
the moment in linguistic history where the binary normal/abnormal was first used to describe
individuals wasn’t until the early nineteenth century. Disability scholars generally agree that the
point of origin for disability studies is the moment the terminology associated with disability,
that is, “normal” and “average,” entered European lexicons. In “Constructing Normalcy,” the
first chapter of the third edition of The Disability Studies Reader, Lennard Davis notes, “To

Colin Barnes, “A Brief History of Discrimination and Disabled People,” in The Disability Studies Reader, ed.
Lennard J. Davis (New York: Routledge, 2010), 21.
1
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understand the disabled body, one must return to the concept of norm, the normal body.”3 Davis
described how English statisticians in the 1830s aroused an interest in what was “normal,” and
he made the pointed observation that many of those statisticians also had an interest in eugenics.4
The prevailing terminology associated with discussing characters with disabilities in
performance art, literature, and film has been based on stereotyped catch-phrases like “happy
cripple,” “overcomer,” or “tragic victim.” The use of these stereotypes, I believe, is too
reductive, thus limiting the potential for these plays to be viewed in any context other than the
often equally negative and polarizing terminology that phrases such as these elicit. In the
Introduction to Kirsty Johnson’s Disability Theatre and Modern Drama: Recasting Modernism,
she aptly addresses how Ann M. Fox implores disability scholars to move beyond these tropes.5
From the nineteenth century to the present, I contend that there have been four major models of
depiction associated with characters with disabilities: financial, moral, medical, and identity.
These models have examined disability through the perspective of either the abled-bodied or
disabled actor/actress performing a disabled character or through plays written by playwrights
with disabilities. They also (especially the medical and moral models) have been explored
through literature that directly relates to the body or that focuses on specific disabilities. It is my
intention to focus on a study of modern and contemporary plays that specifically addresses
people with physical differences and to examine the history of “performing disability” in modern
dramatic literature based on these four major models of interpretation. I plan to couple this study
with the historical context of certain plays’ productions. I hypothesize that the fictional and
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Kirsty Johnston, Disability Theatre and Modern Drama: Recasting Modernism (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016), 6.
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historical settings of these plays will differ from the period in which they were performed and
received. I will also address some of the implications that have arisen regarding the portrayal of
physically disabled characters in these staged productions by able-bodied actors/actresses as
opposed to disabled actors/actresses and vice versa. Studying performance art in relation to these
four models does not necessarily negate the existence of the prevailing stereotyped catch-phrases
but puts them in a broader context from which to analyze these disabled characters by offering
audiences and scholars a new perspective of those who are “different.”
Following in the established mode of reference by past disability studies scholars restricts
the potential for analysis of the plays and the disabled characters within them. In other words, the
plays I will be researching act as a parallel for the disabled body. We have pigeonholed the plays
into a particular time, genre, and model just as often as people with physical disabilities have
been stereotyped, pitied, and viewed as “less than” or as an Other. The predicament then arises
about how to continue the discussion surrounding plays with characters with physical disabilities
without having to rewrite the entire framework of discussion that has already been established. In
an effort to maintain continuity with the ongoing discussions regarding the portrayal of
physically disabled characters in plays, I will maintain the usage of these popularized models of
discourse, but I plan to demonstrate how the use of models helps to situate these plays in such a
way that can provide deeper context for the impact that the plot, characters, and the production
has on mainstream perspectives toward disability awareness. But acknowledging the misfortunes
of the past representations of disabled characters does not mean that these plays are locked into
only that ephemeral/transitory interpretation. Instead, it is necessary, in some cases, to continue
to produce these dated works in order to allow the recurrent productions of these plays to affect
our conceptions of what it means to be “different.”

4

As an audience, the more we stare fixedly at these physically disabled characters from
various plays written over the course of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, we are bound
not to remain stagnant in our original thoughts but propelled into deeper understanding and
critical awareness of others. By no means do I mean to imply that some of the plays to be
discussed are void of misrepresentations, generalizations, and stereotypes of physically disabled
people. On the contrary, there is validity in the argument that there are historical
misrepresentations of disabled people in theatre (both in the literature and subsequent theatrical
productions). And it is unfortunate that some of these misrepresentations of disabled characters
in plays and productions will continue to be mounted across the world. What is imperative is that
these newer plays and reinvented productions of past plays become more popular insomuch as
possible to counter these few “rotten apples.” Let these newer perspectives educate audiences to
create the needed contrast from those misrepresentations so audiences realize that these dated
plays are misrepresentations, and the content within them should be viewed as such.
As I alluded to earlier, it is my opinion that there has been a prevailing trend in theatrical
and disability studies’ scholarly discourse that has characterized physically disabled characters
into reductive stereotypes to quickly situate the reader to the generally understood discussion
already in progress. While this trend is useful for situating a scholar’s discussion with respect to
what is already in progress, I have found that by continuing the use of these catch-phrases in
certain ways has become counter-intuitive because it limits and stereotypes these plays and
characters, thus restricting the analysis and interpretation of each. Victoria Ann Lewis attests to
this fact when she describes in the Introduction of Beyond Victims and Villains how certain
terminology describing disability continues “to dominate theatrical depiction, not only because
they fill a deep human need to define ourselves as ‘normal’ against some standard of

5

abnormality, but also, in terms of the theatrical practice, because they are dramaturgically
useful.”6 As a playwright and disability scholar/activist, Lewis is interested in moving past these
characterizations to more realistic representations of people with physical disabilities on stage
because much of the plays about characters with physical disabilities are typically associated
with antiquated stereotypes. Kanta Kochhar-Lindgren in a way extends Lewis’s call to action
while at the same time recognizing the difficulties in doing so. In “Disability,” KochharLindgren writes, “the ongoing challenge will be to identify disability as a discrete category,
while also pluralizing our understanding of its manifestations.”7 My research and analysis
attempts to do just that; it intends to open up the discussion that is already in progress by
utilizing the ideas and descriptions associated with the prevailing terminology, albeit
stereotyped, so as to remain consistent with the understood conversation, yet moving beyond the
restrictions that these catch-phrases elicit so as to address the shift over time in representations of
physically disabled characters on stage.
There is more than just the development of plays and productions that portray characters
with physical disabilities in a more realistic, respectful, and three-dimensional manner. Theatre is
a unique art form. It is written drama with the potential to be a produced play. One can be a
reader of a drama and/or an audience member that sees a play’s production. Moving from one
medium to the next allows participants to study the form as a piece of literature and a staged
performance. Up to this point, I’ve been discussing the form as a means by which people study

6
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and analyze the literature itself, but it is necessary also to discuss the impact of the production—
that which is seen and can be seen more than once.
Because theatre allows people not only to see a play once but also to see the same play
multiple times over the course of one’s lifetime, it allows audiences to go back and reassess and
reformulate their opinions regarding subjects portrayed in each production, just as those that
study the drama as a piece of literature can go back to the text multiple times and, potentially,
discover nuances not realized before.
This statement is significant because it recognizes the potential for people to develop
their understanding of a subject. It acknowledges that people are not perfect. People’s ideas and
conceptions evolve. Once we recognize that humanity isn’t perfect, we are more apt to make
allowances for the times we’ve come up short. This is by no means an excuse for those
individuals that have purposefully represented misinformation to the public. It is because of these
misgivings that our understanding of people with disabilities is distorted. Instead, this
acknowledgement that our understanding evolves allows for us as theatre practitioners to
continue to go back to these past plays and find something “new,” as well as go back to see
plays’ productions, and because every factor is different from the previous viewing, the audience
has the potential to learn something new. Performance art, sideshows, and theatre are “safe”
means by which people have been able to look fixedly at those people who are different. This art
form, more so than any other, establishes a life-long relationship between the audience and the
characters that are physically disabled.
One aim of this text is to do more than compartmentalize past portrayals of characters
with physical disabilities into unmovable models of description. Instead, let us take what we
know now and apply it to these older plays and see if there are new ways to assess these
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characters. Furthermore, if these older plays keep being produced at local community theatres
and high schools, we, as theatre scholars, need to see what the reason may be why people keep
going back to these “tried and true” plays. People must still be “getting something” from these
plays. It can’t all be bad. If that is the case, then what, if any, are the redeeming elements of these
plays? What are audiences taking away? Or should there be a move, a collective outcry to cease
these productions? Does the public have a dated misleading perspective that should be corrected?
If so, how can we as professional scholars in this field make that happen? In this way, this study
aims to recognize the potential for new perspectives of past works, determining how these past
works can be defined and redefined using the models as our guide and demonstrating how
theatre’s unique ability to remount productions contributes to the development of our collective
understanding of what it means to be physically disabled.
The following paragraphs summarize the influential critics and works in relationship to
the study of how physical disabilities have been portrayed in performance art in modern and
contemporary dramatic literature. This information helps to situate this text within the current
scholarly approaches regarding disability studies and theatre, as well as demonstrate how this
research will add to these ongoing conversations.
The preeminent scholar on disability studies is Lennard Davis. Since the mid-1980s,
Davis has been tracking the development of how academia is studying, researching, and
developing interest in disability literature. His major work, The Disability Studies Reader, was
first published in 1997. It has since gone through four editions, each adding to the body of
research surrounding how people with disabilities interact in society and how they are being
portrayed in a wide variety of subjects—politics, literature, the arts (dance, performance arts,
theater, painting, sculpture, media, etc.), health, science, and education. The various editions of
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this text cover unique perspectives on the developments of disability studies over the course of
the last twenty years, providing necessary historical and critical context in relationship to the
analysis of the plays and performances I plan to study.
Andy Kempe’s 2013 publication of Drama, Disability, and Education has become a
critical aid in my overall research and understanding of the representation of disabilities in
modern dramatic literature. The aim of this text is to “examine how disability is represented in
plays that young people may come across during their school career either as part of the taught
curriculum or perhaps as part of an extra-curricular programme [sic] involving theatre visits and,
indeed, school-based productions.”8 While our focus is different, Kempe’s text is aimed at
disability as it is represented in plays rooted in the United Kingdom’s education system whereas
mine will not limit the age of the audience viewing plays with characters with disabilities; the
theories and questions that Kempe addresses throughout his text are quite insightful and, I
believe, should be kept in mind in relation to my broader research study. One such question
Kempe asks that directly relates to my study is “if the only way we came to know anything about
disabled people was through the way they are represented in plays, what would we end up
knowing?”9 Furthermore, Kempe develops much of his own study based on the prevailing
associations/catch-phrases of representation of disability in plays.
The remaining scholars are of the utmost importance to the theoretical positioning of this
project. Each provides a historical overview of the prevailing theories surrounding disability.
They each explain how one’s argument hinges on their definition and understanding of disability.
They all also lean toward moving away from prevailing trends of analysis and toward an
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understanding that acknowledges the multifaceted social and historical factors as those
influences relate individually to a text. These scholars are David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder,
authors of Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependence of Discourse; Colette Conroy,
whose editorial article entitled "Disability: Creative Tensions Between Drama, Theatre and
Disability Arts” was published in the special edition of Research in Drama Education: The
Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance; and Tobin Siebers, author of Disability Theory.
The following is a detailed overview of Conroy’s article that exemplifies the other similar
discussions made by Mitchell and Snyder, as well as Siebers.
Conroy’s editorial article in the special edition of Research in Drama Education: The
Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance begins by addressing the contentious definition and
associations for the term “disabled.” Conroy addresses immediately the complicated nature of
discussing and theorizing about disability. She astutely points out, “It is not only the prevalence
of social scientists in disability studies that leads to the compulsion to make models of disability.
Models of disability offer a shape, a theory of relatedness that connects complex theoretical
entities like ‘society’ in such a way that disability is re-conceptualized.”10 She follows this
thought with the acknowledgement that “the problem of context remains, for in the contexts lies
the meaning of disability, and in this negotiation of meaning lies the full social and political
potential of disability.”11 This idea establishes the crux for how much of the discussions
surrounding disability predominately begins with the authors’ parameters for framing their
research and their own definition for the term. Conroy acknowledges that this practice has

Colette Conroy, “Disability: Creative Tensions between Drama, Theatre and Disability Arts,” Research in Drama
Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance 46, no. 1 (2009): 2.
10
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become a necessity when dealing with this subject matter because “the linear progression of
writing and the multi-dimensional form of disability discourse give rise to friction.”12
Recognizing that the nature of disability discourse is contentious because of the history of the
treatment of people with disabilities and how disability has been portrayed in literature, media,
and society has had significant effects on how scholars introduce and attempt to discuss this
topic.
I would be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge Kirsty Johnston’s recent publication, Disability
Theatre and Modern Drama: Recasting Modernism. Our research is similar because Johnston
astutely analyzes the status quo of disability studies and its relationship with modern drama. She
effortlessly refocuses Siebers’s examination of disability and its ties to modern art, sculpture, and
performance art by solely studying disabilities with a focus on modern drama; she unfolds the
historical context of disability studies and the complications regarding representation of
disability in modern drama.13 There will be multitude references to her text and how our research
coincides and, in some cases, contradicts.
This text falls in line with the emerging field of disability studies that attempts, as
Conroy, Siebers, Johnston, and Mitchel and Synder have indicated, to push scholarship and
analysis past the negative theoretical discourse toward, as Siebers puts it, “the advancement of
minority studies in general.”14 The contribution of this text demonstrates how plays with
characters that are physically disabled have, over the course of the last two centuries, shifted
audiences’ perspectives about people with disabilities. This study is imperative to disability
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studies research and to the field of literary studies in general because it supports the emergence
of this new perspective of those that are disabled.
To frame the long and complicated, often stigmatized, history of disability studies, I look
to the closing remarks by Kim Nielsen in A Disability History of the United States for assistance:
United States disability history is a complicated and contradictory story, like the
entirety of United States history. It is a story of land and bodies stolen. It is a story of
rights and wrongs, of devastation and ruin, of defeat and stubborn persistence, of beauty
and grace, of tragedy and sadness, of transformative ideals, and of the reinvention of self.
It is, to borrow the words of white, disabled, queer writer and activist Eli Clare, “bold,
brash stories about reclaiming our bodies and changing the world.”15
Nielson “humanizes” disability history by pairing individual stories of struggle and triumph
against the backdrop of American history from the Colonial period to the passage of the
American with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990. Similarly, I intend to create such pairings; where
Nielson provided individual stories against moments in American history, I shall pair moments
in history with plays and productions about characters with disabilities to “humanize,” as Nielson
puts it, the evolution of disability in modern and contemporary drama and theatre.

15
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Chapter 1: Financial Model
The financial model of disability finds its roots in what would best be described as a
charitable model of disability. Historically grounded, the charitable model is characterized by
plays or performances with disabled characters who serve to elicit sympathetic emotions based
on the “plight” of the disabled individual, who is seen as a victim of circumstance. These
feelings of pity aroused within the audience are then used to garner some kind of monetary gain
on behalf of the disabled person. Beyond the emotional response elicited by plays within the
charitable model, the financial model developed to also encompass the variety of ways finance
has impacted a given performance—does the plot of the play speak to genuine truths regarding
the financial repercussions of being disabled? How does the production go about hiring
performers to portray the disabled characters in a given play? How does finance have an impact
on mounting a production primarily about disability? Examining the financial relationship
surrounding a play and various productions provides a window into how society views those
with physical disabilities.
The financial model can first be seen to correspond with the sensational depictions of
disabled characters placed in dangerous circumstances in melodramas. In Drama, Disability and
Education, Andy Kempe calls attention to the variety of melodramas in the nineteenth century
that featured disabled characters. He states, “The first English play to be billed as a melodrama is
generally acknowledged to be Thomas Holcroft’s A Tale of Mystery (1802), an unauthorized
translation of Pixérécourt’s Coelina, or The Child of Mystery.”1 He continues, “Mute and deaf
characters may be seen to figure in a number of melodramas, including Holcroft’s Deaf and
Dumb (1801), Rayner’s The Dumb Man of Manchester (1837) and Pixérécourt’s The Mute Girl
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of the Forest (1828).”2 The preponderance of such plays in the first decade of the nineteenth
century, an age of reform, is indicative of the widespread concern with disability as a social ill.
In her essay, “Suffering Silences, Woeful Afflictions: Physical Disability, Melodrama,
and the American Charity Movement,” Sheila C. Moeschen describes how melodramas were
often used as a means of entertaining and fundraising for local American schools for the deaf and
blind that were constructed during the Progressive Era reform movement of the early twentieth
century. Moeschen explains how these sentimental dramas benefited charity work by placing
“impaired innocents in confrontations with murderers and thieves, or in dangerous locations such
as atop treacherous cliffs, on decrepit bridges, or in the midst of storms and fires.”3 The idea was
that wealthy patrons watching these plays while visiting the schools would easily succumb to this
ploy, designed to ease the plight of the disenfranchised youth at the school, because “[t]hese
scenarios, in turn, elevated feelings of pity, sorrow, and sadness for the impaired who not only
remained helpless in the melodrama, but who were also subjected to cruelty and deception at the
hands of the treacherous villain.”4
Theatre as a means of public awareness is not uncommon, thus allowing the financial
model to take on a variety of types monetary associations beyond that of mere charity. In the
nineteenth century, persons with disabilities were stereotyped into visions of circumstance that
garnered financial gain and, for some, stability. In the twentieth century, interpretations of
physically disabled characters became a financial means to an end. The illusion of financial
stability was tied to how “normal” society could benefit from the disabled, whether from

2
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gawking at the “freaks” in vaudeville sideshows to doctors and scientists studying the “oddities”
of these Others.
The financial model also encompasses the “freaks” that performed in vaudeville and
sideshows that “titillated and comforted ‘normal’-bodied spectators.”5 The first Industrial
Revolution in Europe and the United States propelled the development of differential
determinates made possible by statistical analyses and mandated by the capitalistic need to
distinguish between able-bodied and disabled workers. In her essay, “‘The Time is Sick and Out
of Joint’: Physical Disability in Victorian England,” Cindy LaCom states, “Those unable to meet
industrial workplace standards because of a disability or deformity were increasingly exiled from
the capitalist norm, which demanded ‘useful’ bodies, able to perform predictable and repeated
movements.”6 Because of a dearth of other available avenues to self-sufficiency, those disabled
individuals, that could, turned to performing in vaudeville and freak shows to make a living.
In a small way, according to LaCom, “…those who displayed themselves in freak shows
at least participated in a capitalist economy….”7 Yet, in “The Tradition of the Eccentric Body in
Vaudeville: Subversion and Power in Performance,” Susan Kattwinkel distinguishes between
disabled persons who merely were on display in dime museums as “human curiosities” and those
who performed on the variety stage. Kattwinkel argues that these “exhibition[s] of
talents…challenged social hierarchy in ways unavailable to them in standard freak shows and
dime museums, and gave them power to upend conventional ways of thinking about eccentric

Susan Kattwinkel, “The Tradition of the Eccentric Body in Vaudeville: Subversion and Power in Performance,”
Journal of American Drama and Theatre 24, no. 3 (2012): 5.
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bodies.”8 Three plays that describe the era of vaudeville and freak shows are Bernard
Pomerance’s 1977 production of The Elephant Man, the 1994 production of P.H.*reaks: The
Hidden History of People with Disabilities (a collaborative project developed and adapted by
Doris Baizley and Victoria Ann Lewis), and the 1997 musical Side Show, book and lyrics by Bill
Russell, music by Henry Krieger, additional book material written by Bill Condon for 2014
revival.
Pomerance’s The Elephant Man fits within the charitable associations of the financial
model. The play describes how John Merrick, known as the Elephant Man, who suffered from
what would not until the 1970s be identified as neurofibromatosis, used his facial deformities as
a means of earning money as a freak-show oddity. The play premiered at the Hampstead Theatre
in London in 1977. This production was directed by Roland Rees with David Allister as
Frederick Treves, David Schofield as John Merrick, and Jennie Stoller as Mrs. Kendal. When it
premiered at Broadway’s Booth Theatre on 22 April 1979, Jack Hofsiss directed with Kevin
Conway as Frederick Treves, Philip Anglim as John Merrick, and Mrs. Kendal as Garole
Shelley.9 Pomerance describes in the Introductory Note of the play how he came across Sir
Frederick Treves’s transcripts recounting the life of John Merrick and Ashley Montagu’s text
entitled The Elephant Man, A Study in Human Dignity. Pomerance used these texts to create his
play.10
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Pomerance utilizes pity for Merrick to propel the action of the play. This pity manifests in
how Merrick interacts with his manager, Ross, fellow citizens, and medical professionals. The
first instance of Merrick’s deformities eliciting pity in order to garner money takes place at the
beginning of scene 2 when Ross, John Merrick’s manager, shouts to the crowds to pay a small
entrance fee to see the deformities of the Elephant Man. The scene opens with Ross shouting:
ROSS: Tuppence only, step in and see: This side of the grave, John Merrick has no hope
nor expectation of relief. In every sense his situation is desperate. His physical
agony is exceeded only by his mental anguish, a despised creature without
consolation. Tuppence only, step in and see! To live with his physical
hideousness, incapacitating deformities and unremitting pain is trial enough, but
to be exposed to the cruelly lacerating expressions of horror and disgust by all
who behold him—is even more difficult to bear. Tuppence only, step in and see!
For in order to survive, Merrick forces himself to suffer these humiliations, I
repeat, humiliations, in order to survive, thus he exposes himself to crowds who
pay to gape and yawp at this freak of nature, the Elephant Man. (3)
From this opening monologue, it is apparent how shouting to crowds about the physical and
psychological toll that Merrick’s disability has on him shifts a bystander’s curiosity to pity, thus
propelling them to spend their money to come in and view this unique individual. This tactic
seems to work as it catches the intrigue of Dr. Treves. Initially, Dr. Treves circumvents paying
the tuppence to view Merrick for medical reasons; however, once he sees the authenticity of
Merrick’s disabilities, he willingly pays Ross. The scene concludes with Treves and Ross
negotiating over continued examination of Merrick:
TREVES: I must examine him further at the hospital. Here is my card. I’m
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Treves. I will have a cab pick him up and return him. My card will gain him
admittance.
ROSS: Five bob he’s yours for the day.
TREVES: I wish to examine him in the interests of science, you see.
ROSS: Sir, I’m Ross. I look out for him, get him his living. Found him in
Leicester workhouse. His own ma put him there age of three. Couldn’t bear the
sight, well you can see why. We—he and I—are in business. He is our capital,
see. Go to a bank. Go anywhere. Want to borrow capital, you pay interest.
Scientists even. He’s good value though. You won’t find another like him.
TREVES: Fair enough. (He pays.)
ROSS: Right. Out here, Merrick. Ya bloody donkey, out! (4)
Only after hearing this pitiful history does Treves concede and pay the fee. At no point in this
scene is Merrick either asked permission to be viewed or is he consulted regarding further
examination. It is apparent from the beginning that both men are using Merrick for personal gain.
Pomerance highlights the depths of exploitation and injustices that disabled individuals
went through among fellow citizens in scene 4 when Ross takes Merrick to Brussels in the hopes
of making more money. Here, the audience learns how widespread the exploitation of disabled
individuals is and how it goes beyond the transgressions of personal management to that of local
authorities. The stage notes indicate that Ross has been apprehended by two police officers.
While in their grip, Ross confronts them, saying,
ROSS: I was promised a permit. I lined a tour on that!
POLICEMEN: This is a brutal, indecent, and immoral display. It is a public indecency,
and it is forbidden here.
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ROSS: What about them with their perfect cone heads?
POLICEMEN: They are ours.
ROSS: Competition’s good for business. Where’s your spirit of competition?
POLICEMEN: Right here. (Smacks MERRICK.)
ROSS: Don’t do that, you’ll kill him!
POLICEMEN: Be better off dead. Indecent bastard. (10)
The police are unwilling to offer Ross a permit for his exhibit because it will detract business
from their already profitable “Pinheads, the Queens of the Congo” attraction. This sudden
change from possible prosperity to economic misfortune prompts Ross to pocket all of Merrick’s
earnings and send Merrick off on a train back to London. All of this quickly transpires in a
couple of lines:
ROSS: I’ve decided. I’m sending you back, lad. You’re a flop. No, you’re a liability. You
ain’t the moneymaker I figured, so that’s it.
MERRICK: Alone?
ROSS: Here’s a few bob, have a nosh. I’m keeping the rest. For my trouble. I deserve it, I
reckon. Invested enough with you. Pick up your stink if I stick around. Stink of
failure. Stink of lost years. Just stink, stink, stink, stink, stink. (11)
It is here that the audience discovers how easily disabled individuals are subjected to economic
injustice. Merrick is swindled by Ross. The injustice continues when Ross easily convinces a
train conductor that Merrick is too imbecilic to understand the ramifications of what he is
experiencing. The scene ends with Merrick unsuccessfully attempting to tell the train conductor
that Ross has robbed him of his earned money:
CONDUCTOR: This the one?
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ROSS: Just see him to Liverpool St. Station safe, will you? Here’s for your trouble.
MERRICK: Robbed.
CONDUCTOR: What’s he say?
ROSS: Just makes sounds. Fella’s an imbecile.
MERRICK: Robbed.
ROSS: Bon voyage, Johnny. His name is Johnny. He knows his name, that’s all, though.
CONDUCTOR: Don’t follow him, Johnny. Johnny, come on boat now. Conductor find
Johnny place out of sight. Johnny! Johnny! Don’t struggle, Johnny. Johnny come
on.
MERRICK: Robbed! Robbed!
Fadeout on struggle. (11-12)
The exploitation and injustice John Merrick undergoes in this scene is perpetuated again by
others later in the play.
Upon Merrick’s return to London, Pomerance demonstrates the complexity of
exploitation faced by John Merrick by those working at the London Hospital where he is staying.
This is exemplified in scene 8 when Mr. Gomm, London Hospital administrator, fires a porter for
gawking at John Merrick while in the hospital’s care. Merrick is saved from the continued
leering by those that intend to exploit his disfigurement as some kind of joke. The scene opens
with Merrick in a bath speaking with Dr. Treves and Mr. Gomm about how he is eager to find a
place where he can live without being stared at. As both of these medical professionals are
reassuring Merrick that he is welcome to stay at the hospital for as long as he likes without fear
of such behavior, the very thing takes place:
PORTER and SNORK peek in.
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PORTER: What’d I tell you?
SNORK: Gawd almighty. Oh. Mr. Treves. Mr. Gomm.
TREVES: You were told not to do this. I don’t understand. You must not lurk about.
Surely you have work.
PORTER: Yes, sit.
TREVES: Well, it is infuriating. When you are told a thing, you must listen. I won’t have
you gaping in on my patients. Kindly remember that.
PORTER: Isn’t a patient, sir, is he?
TREVES: Do not let me find you here again.
PORTER: Didn’t know you were here, sir. We’ll be off now.
GOMM: No, no, Will. Mr. Treves was precisely saying no one would intrude when you
intruded.
TREVES: He is warned now. Merrick does not like it.
GOMM: He was warned before. On what penalty, Will?
PORTER: That you’d sack me, sir.
GOMM: You are sacked, Will. You, his friend, you work here?
SNORK: Just started last week, sir.
GOMM: Well, I hope the point is taken now.
PORTER: Mr. Gomm—I ain’t truly sacked, am I?
GOMM: Will, yes. Truly sacked. You will never be more truly sacked.
PORTER: It’s not me. My wife ain’t well. My sister has got to take care of our kids, and
of her. Well.
GOMM: Think of them first next time.
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PORTER: It ain’t as if I interfered with his medicine.
GOMM: That is exactly what it is. You may go.
PORTER: Just keeping him to look at in private. That’s all. Isn’t it?
SNORK and PORTER exit. (23-24)
In this instance, Pomerance calls attention to the difference between acceptable ways in which to
look at physically disabled individuals. Mr. Gomm establishes the difference between staring
with intention to learn about and understand more regarding those who are different from us
versus gaping at those who are different with the intention to mock and belittle. For Mr. Gomm
and Dr. Treves, it is obvious that catching the porter and Snork peeking in on John Merrick
reflects the latter, and such behavior is not acceptable.
Shortly after this social triumph on Merrick’s behalf, Pomerance shows how Dr. Treves
treats John Merrick like a child. Just after the Porter and Snork exit, the following transpires:
GOMM: There are priorities, Frederick. The first is discipline. Smooth is the passage to
the tight ship’s master. Merrick, you are safe from prying now.
TREVES: Have we nothing to say, John?
MERRICK: If all that’d stared at me’d been sacked—there’d be whole towns out of
work.
TREVES: I meant, “Thank you, sir.”
MERRICK: “Thank you, sir.”
TREVES: We always do say please and thank you, don’t we?
MERRICK: Yes, sir. Thank you.
TREVES: If we want to properly be like others.
MERRICK: Yes, sir, I want to.
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TREVES: Then it is for our own good, is it not?
MERRICK: Yes, sir. Thank you, Mr. Gomm.
GOMM: Sir, you are welcome. (Exits.) (23-24)
Pomerance’s use of quotation marks within the text indicates how John Merrick recognizes that
he is being belittled by Dr. Treves versus how he is treated like a person by Mr. Gomm. When
Merrick is instructed like an insolent child by Dr. Treves to thank Mr. Gomm for his response to
the porter’s misbehavior, Pomerance uses quotation marks around Merrick’s statement of thanks.
However, Pomerance withholds the use of quotation marks when Merrick wishes to express his
sincere, not forced, thanks to Mr. Gomm. Using the quotation marks, the playwright establishes
the difference between Merrick being allowed to speak freely and being told how to respond.
When the play premiered in New York in 1979, it earned Obie Awards, Tony Awards, a
Drama Desk Award, and the New York Drama Critics Circle Award for best play of the year.
Modern audiences were sentimentally attached to Merrick’s underdog story and his misguided
trust that the money he earned was in safe keeping with Ross. LaCom later argued that while
Merrick may have faced abuse, his “decision to display himself rather than remain in the
workhouse suggests a degree of power over his destiny.”11 The story of John Merrick fits the
charitable model because the discrimination he faced as a freak-show performer helped elicit his
modern box office success.
Not all freak show performers suffered at the hands of discriminatory show managers. In
fact, the financial model can also describe how disabled individuals who act in present-day
sideshows profit directly for themselves and not for the benefit of others. Michael Chemers’s
article, “Le Freak, C’est Chic: The Twenty-First Century Freak Show as Theatre of
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Transgression,” describes one of the pivotal debates regarding performance and people with
disabilities. Chemers recounts the debate between disability rights activist Barbara Baskin and
Sutton’s Sideshow: “In 1984, Otis Jordan, an African-American performer with severely stunted
arms and legs, who was then advertised as ‘The Frog Man,’ was a professional freak with
Sutton’s Sideshow, one of the, perhaps, five freak shows remaining at that time in America.”12
Baskin mounted a protest against these types of performances because she believed they
dehumanized and alienated people with disabilities. Sutton’s Sideshow, “The Incredible
Wonders of the World,” eventually closed due to financial losses attributed in large part to the
Baskin/Jordan controversy. Chemers refers to an interview Otis Jordan had with sociologist
Robert Bogdan in which “Jordan told Bogdan that in the freak show he had found
companionship, personal satisfaction, and sufficient compensation to live a lifestyle he
desired.”13 Luckily, Jordan was able to find continued employment as a sideshow performer at
Coney Island USA. Chemers notes, “Unique in freak show’s history, Coney Island USA is a
non-profit professional sideshow, which receives federal grants for its operation and employs an
organizational structure more or less identical to that of any non-profit professional theatre in
America.”14
According to an interview with Martin Douglas of the New York Times, in the early
1990s, Dick Zigun, manager of Coney Island USA, and John Bradshaw, the Coney Island USA
playwright and showman (the person who stands outside to attract passersby into the building to
see the sideshow performance), refashioned the idea of the freak show under the guise of a
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professional side show. Douglas states, “Mr. Bradshaw and Mr. Zigun collaborated on opening a
side show. The playwright had strict standards. ‘Nobody would be exhibited because of a
deformity,’ he ruled. ‘It must be performance-oriented, rather than gawker-oriented.’”15 In
response, Otis Jordan’s sideshow act was renamed from “The Frog Man” to the “Human
Cigarette Factory” to highlight Jordan’s peculiar ability to pack, roll, and light a cigarette using
only his mouth. Jordan’s performance was not just rolling and smoking cigarettes, but also
included a variety of other tricks, one of which involved swallowing a lit cigarette and having it
magically reappear still lit.
In “Theatre of Guts: An Exploration of the Sideshow Aesthetic,” Fred Siegel compiled a
series of interviews he conducted with Bradshaw in the summer of 1989 regarding Bradshaw’s
Circus of World Curiosities. Siegel describes how at the end of Otis Jordan’s performance,
Bradshaw would join Jordan onstage while other performers distributed small souvenir cards
with the printed “Life Story of Otis Jordan, ‘The Human Cigarette Factory.’” (See Figure 1.)
Jordan’s successfully revamped character and performance, combined with profits realized
through the distribution of these sentimental souvenirs, is a modern example of the charitable
model.

Douglas Martin, “The Rebirth of a Sideshow,” New York Times, 4 September 1992,
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Figure 1: “Otis Jordan’s ‘ding,’ a souvenir card courtesy of Fred Siegel”
Fred Siegel, “Theater of Guts: An Exploration of the Sideshow Aesthetic,” TDR 35, no. 4
(1991): 115.
Another example of the financial model can be found in P.H.*reaks: The Hidden History
of People with Disabilities, which recounts the “plight” of disabled sideshow performers who,
after the shows they were in closed during the 1930s and 1940s, were unable to find employment
due to discriminatory government unemployment standards. In one of the three subplots that
make up the play, Doris Baizley and Victoria Ann Lewis seem to foreshadow a fictionalized
version of the Baskin/Jordan controversy. Lewis describes the events in the play in Beyond
Victims and Villains: “In the fictional framing story of P.H.*reaks, concerned citizens shut down
the carnival sideshow on moral grounds, recommending that the freaks be placed in medical
institutions for their own protection. The freaks are angered by the loss of their livelihood and
are united in their fear of and scorn for medical institutions.”16
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The misguided humanitarian gesture of these concerned citizens in the play does not end
well for any of the characters. For example, in Part One: Magic, Father John reveals that real-life
little person and circus performer Lia Graf was forced to return, jobless, to her homeland of
Germany. Father John shows a slide of “Lia Graf on J.P. Morgan’s Lap” and tells the audience
about her tragic fate, noting, “Lia returned to her homeland in 1935. She was arrested as a
Useless Person in 1937, sent to Auschwitz in 1944 and [was] never heard from again.”17 The
main characters in the play, “Princess” Angie, “Wild Man,” “Mighty” Andreos, and “America’s
Only Living Half-Lady,” Sister Elizabeth, all wound up in line at the unemployment office. In
“Theater Without a Hero: The Making of P.H.*reaks: The Hidden History of People with
Disabilities,” Lewis describes the scene, noting, “A bureaucrat, ignoring their claim to job skills,
their right to collect unemployment insurance and to receive job counseling, puts them on
welfare and sends them to institutions.”18 The darker side of the financial model plays, such as
this one, demonstrates the ongoing disconnect between the perceptions and realities of what may
be “best” for disabled persons.
This notion of deciding what is best for disabled persons is also evident in Side Show,
which opened on Broadway on 16 October 1997 at the Richard Rodgers Theatre. Side Show tells
a highly romanticized version of the famous conjoined twins, Violet and Daisy Hilton, from their
forced labor as freaks under their guardian’s, Sir’s, control to their rise in popularity in the
vaudeville show circuit, ending in a fictionalized version of how the twins were introduced to
Tod Browning, a director from MGM, who would later cast them in his film, Freaks. The book
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and lyrics for the play were written by Bill Russell with music by Henry Krieger. The original
production was directed and choreographed by Robert Longbottom with Emily Skinner as Daisy
Hilton and Alice Ripley playing Violet Hilton. The 2014 revival of Side Show at Broadway’s St.
James Theatre opened on 14 November after it had been revised for the Kennedy Center earlier
that same year. Bill Condon revised much of the musical, adding additional material to the book
as well as new songs and characters. In the revival, Emily Padgett plays Daisy Hilton, and Erin
Davie plays Violet Hilton with Bill Condon directing. According to Peter Marks’s review of the
Kennedy Center production, “Fundamentally, the 2014 edition shifts the focus away from what
was in essence a backstage show—business musical and toward what Condon calls ‘a
biographical work’ about the women.”19
In the attempt to write a compelling musical about the lives of these conjoined twins,
much of the play centers on how they shift from sideshow to vaudeville spectacle and how the
men they encounter throughout this journey attempt to manipulate them to their own financial
gain. Rosemarie Garland Thomson wrote an essay describing the similarities between the rise of
beauty pageants and freak shows, which, interestingly, parallels Violet and Daisy’s story. She
writes at length about the relationship between the participant (“the viewed,” the beauty
contestant or the freak), the audience (“the viewer”), and the mediator (the intermediary between
“the viewer” and “the viewed”).20 In this musical, Violet and Daisy can be representations of
both freaks as well as beauties due to their shift from one form of entertainment to another, while
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the various male characters represent the mediators. Garland describes best how these three
relationships coexist:
Spectacles such as beauty pageants and freak shows entail structured seeing. … The
display’s particularly intense capacity to signify facilitates a kind of cultural didacticism
where an array of scripts, roles, and positions can be writ large. Although political,
ideological, and economic forces ultimately determine the relationship between spectator and
spectacle, the mediators appropriate the power of the ritual by choreographing the
relationship and manipulating its conventions for their own ends, which were almost always
commercial.21
Looking at Side Show through this lens, one realizes that the musical then becomes a
commentary on the dynamic between how the mediators and spectators take advantage of Violet
and Daisy Hilton. It is the repetitive, selfish manipulation by the men in these young women’s
lives that drives them from one type of audience to another.
Throughout the play, there are moments when male characters infantilize the women, as
well as moments when the playwrights do, too. These misrepresentations are the prime reason
why such portrayals of disability should prevent future mounted productions of this play. While
Ben Brantley’s review of the 1997 production begins by praising Side Show for its talented cast
and empathetic and dedicated lyricism and writing, he attests that the production has serious
flaws:
Mind you, this musical seems guaranteed to divide its audience into violent tribes of
admirers and detractors. Like its irrevocably joined leading ladies, it cannot be taken apart
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without destroying its spirit. In many ways, it’s a compilation of the clichés of every show
business success weeper.
Subtract half of its two central characters, and its basic plot groans with familiarity: a
young woman of raw talent from the margins of society is discovered, refined and taken on a
meteor ride to fame only to learn, when she reaches the top, that there is no one to love her
for herself.22
It is this groaned familiarity that detracts from any redeeming factors within the musical. The
infantilization also becomes most apparent in relationship to financial stability.
The first instance where Violet and Daisy are used for money is when Terry and Buddy
stay after the side show performance and wish to meet the conjoined twins or “Siamese twins” as
they are referred to throughout the production. It is unclear exactly who Terry and Buddy are
and why they might be interested in the twins. Throughout act 1, scene 2, there are snippets of
lines making reference to Terry “being on the outs” with the Orpheum main office and Buddy
being able to teach the twins to “really sing.”23 The shift from Terry trying to convince Buddy
that these twins could be a vaudeville act, essentially taking a financial interest in them, back to
the twins’ immediate reality is made clear when Sir interrupts the two men. At the end of act 1,
scene 2, Sir, the twins’ legal guardian, tells Terry and Buddy, “Sometimes I’m able to convince
them to reveal their connection for those with a scientific interest in their condition. Of course, a
small consideration would be helpful. Two bucks allows total exposure of the fleshly link. And
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don’t get any ideas. These girls are my daughters—so, look all you want, but no touching!” (13).
Unlike in scene 1, which is predominately a song depicting the side show performance, this
scene represents the first conversation between characters without a musical interlude. It is quite
telling that this first interaction is between all male characters that are only interested in how they
can use Violet and Daisy for their own financial gain.
When Terry and Buddy pay to speak with the twins in scene 3, Terry presents the idea of
performing on vaudeville. The twins react as follows:
DAISY. Vaudeville!
VIOLET. We’re side show exhibits. People like us don’t perform in places like that.
TERRY. Are you kidding? Every vaudeville star is. . .unusual in some way.
VIOLET. You mean a freak?
TERRY. Again, that’s your term, not mine—but people don’t pay to see the ordinary.
Sophie Tucker,
[MUSIC NO. 3: “VERY WELL-CONNECTED”]
Fanny Brice, W.C. Fields—they’re all…unique.
DAISY. (To VIOLET.) I guess now we’re…
DAISY & VIOLET: “Unique.”
TERRY: And I know how to sell that! (18)
Here and in the previous scene, it is clear that the male main characters are all selfishly
financially motivated by the twins’ unique link. It is next that we discover that these young ladies
are being controlled by Sir and cannot make their own decisions regarding their independence,
financial or otherwise.
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Financial dominance has been the determining factor in how the twins’ lives have been
led. Unbeknownst to them, they readily exchange one financial mediator for another when they
begin to describe to Terry and Buddy how they came to be in Sir’s freak show. In act 1, scene 4,
the audience discovers that the twins were legally adopted by the midwife that delivered them
when their mother abandoned them because of their connection. Auntie, as she was called, began
the cycle of abuse:
VIOLET. Auntie put us back on display . . . with our clothes off . . .
DAISY. ...in the back room of a pub. People paid money. (37)
The twins continue to describe their upbringing and Sir’s entrance into their lives. They tell the
men how Myer Myer’s, or Sir as they called him, married Auntie and moved all of them to the
United States. When Auntie fell ill and died, Sir petitioned the court to become the twins’ legal
guardian despite the fact that the ladies were of legal age (40). This treatment demonstrates how
these young ladies have no sense of agency and are merely objects to be manipulated by and for
others. This is abundantly apparent in act 1, scene 5 in The Courtroom as Terry and Buddy
attempt to dissolve Sir’s legal guardianship over the twins so that they may have them come on a
vaudeville tour under their management. Throughout the scene, the twins are referred to by the
men as a “child” or “unfortunate girls” that need “protection” (47-49). While it may have been
customary and historically accurate to see such treatment of women, especially those with
disabilities, at the turn of and into the twentieth century, that does not mean that such
demonstrations ought to be highlighted in a musical written and revised around the turn of the
twenty-first century, especially in the context that these women are helpless figures that require a
mediator to act, supposedly, upon their behalf and in their best interest when in fact it is obvious
these mediators are selfishly motivated by the financial reward “helping” them ensures.
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Initially, as freaks in Sir’s side show to Terry and Buddy’s vaudeville beauties, Violet
and Daisy Hilton are also subjected to the impact that the viewers have on their lives. As
Rosemarie Garland Thomas writes, “Distanced yet familiar, freaks and beauties are like pets,
existing for the enjoyment, satisfaction, or instruction of audiences who have paid for that
privilege.”24 The impact of this relationship occurs in snippets throughout the play. The first
instance is in act 1, scene 8 entitled “Backstage” when a group of reporters interview the twins
after one of their first successful vaudeville performances. Over the course of the song “The
Interview,” Violet and Daisy are met with questions that are expected to be answered to satisfy
their budding audience:
REPORTER 8.
COULD YOU BE SEPARATED?
REPORTER 6.
HAVE YOU BEEN EXAMINED? (59)
Additional questions include the following:
REPORTER 1.
WHAT ABOUT ROMANCE?
REPORTER 5.
WHAT ABOUT LOVE?
REPORTER 6.
WHAT ABOUT BEAUS? (59)
Questions such as these also arise later in the play, when the twins are hosting a New Year’s Eve
party. They soon realize that the multitude of guests at the party are not there because they care
to befriend Violet and Daisy; instead, they are there because they have established a higher
privilege than average guests, which provides for them greater viewing enjoyment out of the
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twins. This lack of empathy is evident in the musical exchange, entitled “NEW YEAR’S EVE,”
between a couple of party guests and the twins:
GUEST 1.
WHICH SIAMESE TWIN IS WHICH?
DAISY.
I’M DAISY.
VIOLET.
I’M VIOLET.
DAISY & VIOLET.
WE’RE NOT SIAMESE.
GUEST 2.
THEN WHAT ARE YOU?
DAISY & VIOLET.
TWINS.
WHO ARE CONJOINED
GUEST 3.
WHATEVER YOU ARE
DON’T YOU WANT TO BE NORMAL?
VIOLET.
WHOEVER YOU ARE
DON’T YOU? (75-6)
Privacy is a luxury that the twins are all too familiar with not having the pleasure to enjoy. It is in
times such as these that the twins revert to a coping mechanism they learned from their idol,
Harry Houdini. In “Flashback (Part 2)—All In The Mind,” Houdini advises them about how to
find a sense of escape and freedom throughout the tumultuous times while on or off stage and in
those times when they wished they could get away from their twin. Houdini sings,
HOUDINI.
YOU CAN ALWAYS BE ALONE
FIND A SPACE THAT’S ALL YOUR OWN
IF YOU NEED TO
TAP RESOURCES DEEP WITHIN
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THAT IMPEDE YOU
IT’S ALL IN THE MIND (38)
The song continues:
DAISY. But she’s always right here!
HOUDINI.
SO YOU CLOSE A DOOR INSIDE AND HIDE …(38)
Daisy interrupts again:
DAISY. But how?
HOUDINI.
HAVEN’T YOU EVER BEEN IN CONVERSATION
AND YOUR MIND DRIFTED SOMEWHERE ELSE?
OR BEEN IN A ROOM SURROUNDED BY PEOPLE
AND YET FELT A MILLION MILES AWAY?
DAISY.
OH YES, I HAVE.
VIOLET. Of course.
HOUDINI.
WELL THAT’S WHERE TO GO
WHEN YOU WANT TO BE ALONE
YOU CAN GO THERE RIGHT NOW
IF YOU REALLY WANT TO (38-39)
Houdini’s advice is intended to be a comfort for the young ladies during the tumultuous times
they are put on spectacle for audiences to gawk at and for those times when they just want some
time alone. Considering how the other men in this play use and manipulate Violet and Daisy to
their own advantage, this song highlights the culture of expectations and behavior that
encourages women to tolerate demeaning situations and circumstances for the benefit of others.
Houdini then becomes yet another male figure in the twins’ lives that establishes a trust with
them, yet, in the end, doesn’t have the ladies’ best interest at heart. This sense of tolerating
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uncomfortable situations then is echoed during the confrontations the twins have with their
viewers—the reporters and New Year’s Eve party guests.25
Side Show represents how the financial model can subtly turn to the commodification of
human life. Violet and Daisy Hilton represent how enfreakment and beautification illustrate the
paradox of social objectification.26 Just like they are conjoined, their talent and disability are
inextricably linked. It is not surprising that this play only had 91 performances prior to its 1997
close27 and 56 performances prior to its 2014 close.28 The inconsistencies within the plot and
stage directions as well as the blatant infantilization of Violet and Daisy make for a lackluster
and degrading portrayal of women with disabilities.
There is more to the financial model than just how characters in plays are portrayed. The
financial model of disability is also characterized by performances with disabled persons. While
the initial discussion has centered on characters that serve to elicit sympathetic emotions based
on the “plight” of the disabled individual, who is seen as a victim of circumstance, there has been
a shift in the twenty-first century among theatre practitioners to move away from seeing disabled
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A noteworthy dramatological production flaw in Side Show is the mix up in the order of events as presented in the
set design and the plot itself. It is unclear if the inconsistencies between the stage directions and the plot are due to
oversight by Bill Condon when he revised the musical prior to the 2014 revival or if they were present from the
original production. According to the stage directions, at the beginning the play, Terry Connor, a talent scout, is said
to be “revealed staring at a poster of the movie “Freaks” (7). Over the course of act 2, scene 7, Tod Browning, a
director for MGM, arrives to use the publicity from the wedding of Violet and Buddy as a jumping off point for the
twins’ movie careers. The main inconsistency lies in the fact that Browning tells the twins that the movie he wishes
to cast them in is Freaks (108). While this may seem like a minor error between the stage directions and the plot
itself, something that can be easily overlooked, when it comes to the actual production, this becomes a major flaw
on the set designers’ part if they were to actually have Terry gazing upon a movie poster for a production that,
according to the end of the play, has yet to be cast and filmed. This inconsistency was maintained in the March 2017
regional production of Side Show that played at Theatre Memphis in Memphis, Tennessee. The movie poster hung
downstage center prior to the beginning of the show.
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individuals as victims that ought to be pitied (hence our monetary contributions to assist them) to
artists that deserve equal representation on stage. Here we see how the financial model promotes
empathy that has led and continues to lead toward advocacy.
In 2005, the Mixed Blood Theatre Company led by Jack Reuler was one such institution
that used money to help promote disability awareness in theatre. Their Disability Visibility
Project aimed to do the following:
[To] encourage other theatres to produce work with themes, content or characters
with disabilities; they wanted to do more than advocate: They wanted to put some muscle
behind their recommendations. Their new Disability Visibility Project, funded by
a MetLife/TCG A-ha! grant, goes beyond simply culling a list of plays in this
underserved area. . . it is also offering funds to theatres who decide to produce them.”29
Other theatre companies and organizations followed suit, creating forums for discussion on how
theatre could advance representations of disability onstage.
In 2015, in New York City, The Lark, a theater organization founded in 1994 to build a
community of playwrights in which to foster opportunities for artistic development, and the
Apothetae Theatre, under the direction of founder and artistic director Gregg Mozgala, joined
forces to provide access and awareness to disabled artists and their work(s). According to the
Lark’s website, “The initiative includes The Apothetae and Lark Playwriting Fellowship [which
launched in September 201730], annual national convenings [sic] of artists and leaders
with disabilities, and with the theatermaking field at large, and a workshop for Disabled writers

Allison Considine, “Mixed Blood Puts Money Behind a Body of Disability Work,” in American Theatre, 2 June
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that provides time, space, and artistic support to spark the generation of new work and provide
opportunities for artists to meet and collaborate.”31These projects show how the financial model
has maintained the same essence from the nineteenth century to the present in so much as there
are individuals and organizations that strive to promote the awareness of people in our
communities that are disabled.32 They have and still do work to use monetary leverage to
promote awareness.
Eliciting sympathetic reactions for physically disabled characters in plays has shown that
it can garner money both for the character, for the production itself, and toward greater
awareness about disability in the theatre community. To do the model justice, the discussion
cannot end there; the portrayal of these disabled characters must come into question, as well as
how finances play a major factor in what performer is cast in these roles. To say that this next
topic is hotly contested is an understatement. To ignore it is to not recognize one of the major
factors in the portrayal of disabled characters in theatre—who is doing the portraying?
Before beginning, let’s establish that opinions regarding this subject vary widely across a
spectrum that considers a variety of nuances. For those altogether unfamiliar, it may be best to
describe briefly at least three of the major positions surrounding this conversation—one on each
end of the spectrum and one that may fall somewhere in the middle—and how these opinions
relate to two notable productions—Broadway revivals of The Elephant Man and The Glass
Menagerie.

“What We Do,” The LARK, accessed 8 September 2017, http://www.larktheatre.org/what-we-do/ourinitiatives/apothetae-and-lark-initiative/.
31

32

For information on other organizations that promote disability awareness, see Kristy Johnson, Disability Theatre
and Modern Drama (New York: Bloomsbury,2016), 37-59.
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On one side, there are those that believe that only actors/actresses that are disabled ought
to portray characters with disabilities. Those that came to this reasoning did so by associating the
now defunct tradition of blackface with disability portrayal, calling it “Crip-face”—we don’t
have nonblack actors/actresses portraying black people onstage any longer; the same respect
ought to be held for disabled actors/actresses.33 The 2017 Broadway revival of Tennessee
Williams’s The Glass Menagerie exemplifies this perspective because the actress portraying
Laura was played by Madison Ferris, who has muscular dystrophy and uses a wheelchair.
On the other side, there are those that believe the most qualified person ought to be hired
for the part—no matter their ability. Contentions arise between these drastically differing sides of
the spectrum because there are those that might challenge the intentions behind an able-bodied
performer’s choice in roles, i.e., those that pick a role like Merrick’s because disability often
demonstrates a performer’s “range” and therefore garners award recognition, credibility, and
possibly future success. Christopher Shinn attests to this point when he states,
But the exclusion of disabled performers allows people to simultaneously gawk and look
away. The actor walking on stage to receive an award for playing a man who can't walk,
the physically robust PR photo-ops of the actor portraying a disabled character, the
curtain call where the actor sheds her disability for our applause—they enable the lie of
representation. The real freaks are somewhere else, still waiting for their own show.34
Statements such as these demonstrate the contentions between these perspectives.
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In a 2015 interview for the cover story of Vanity Fair’s January issue, Buzz Bissinger
recounts Bradley Cooper’s personal connections to Bernard Pomerance’s The Elephant Man. It
is in this interview, among others, that we see how Cooper’s attachment to this play stems from
childhood. Sprinkled throughout the article, intended to focus on Cooper’s battle with addiction
as it related to the opening of the film American Sniper that month, Bissinger takes note of
Cooper’s history with John Merrick. Bissinger notes, “He talks with wonderment about the first
time he saw the David Lynch film The Elephant Man, at the age of 12—on a red couch in the
living room, sobbing and in touch even at that age with the dignity and humanity of John
Merrick—and knew he wanted to be an actor.” And later in the article, Bissinger writes,
“Cooper, for his master’s thesis, performed four scenes from The Elephant Man for a week.”35 It
is difficult to surmise Cooper’s intentions and interest with John Merrick and, in turn,
Pomerance’s play. Some might argue that Cooper’s longstanding admiration of John Merrick
that led to his theatrical studies trumps those that might think Cooper’s affinity is merely selfserving.
Then there are those in the middle—recognizing the injustice of able-bodied performers
being sensationalized for their “brave” and “inspiring” portrayals while also recognizing the
difficulty of expecting immediate equal representation and equal opportunity for disabled
performers within the theatre industry. 36 These individuals in the middle strive to keep casting
managers accountable by creating opportunities for better representation—scouting for talent and
connecting that talent with casting directors. It’s an arduous task to say the least. It must be

Buzz Bissinger, “Cover Exclusive: Bradley Cooper Speaks About his Struggle with Addiction,” Vanity Fair 16
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acknowledged that therein lies the rub: how can we encourage new audiences to witness
disability? Is it better that they, the “unexposed” audience, are gradually introduced to disability
life and culture from those actors/actresses that they are already familiar with and adore? Or does
the mere inclusion of able-bodied persons portraying the disabled negate the value of
representation to begin with? The significance of Ferris’s portrayal of Laura to that of Cooper’s
portrayal of John Merrick is the range of representation of disability on Broadway. These plays
are only two of many examples that demonstrate how production teams choose to represent
physically disabled characters. In these instances, one is portrayed by an able-bodied celebrity
and another with a disabled actress never seen on Broadway.
Given that Cooper’s and Ferris’s portrayals only touch on the tip of this discussion, the
remainder of this chapter will address how the financial model of disability representation relates
to these two productions. The conclusion of this chapter will also attempt to address the question
how in the twenty-first century can theatre bring about awareness for disabilities that doesn’t
simultaneously belittle those individuals that these productions are shining a light upon.
In 2014, Bradley Cooper performed as John Merrick in a Broadway revival of The
Elephant Man directed by Scott Ellis at the Booth Theater. Prior to Cooper’s unique portrayal of
John Merrick, most actors taking on the role used extensive prosthetics and makeup to simulate
the character’s neurofibromatosis.37 Instead, Cooper did as the stage directions indicate in scene
3, “Who Has Seen The Like of This?,” and he “contorts himself to approximate the projected
slides of the real Merrick.”38A portrayal such as this did not replicate the exact descriptions of
Ben Brantley wrote, “…though the part of Merrick made a one-season wonder of Philip Anglim when he
originated the role on Broadway in 1979 — and has since attracted the likes of David Bowie (one of Mr. Anglim’s
replacements) and Billy Crudup (who appeared in the 2002 revival).” See Ben Brantley, “A Chance to Stare. So Go
Ahead. Bradley Cooper in The Elephant Man on Broadway,” New York Times. 7 December 2014,
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/08/theater/bradley-cooper-in-the-elephant-man-on-broadway.html.
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John Merrick’s appearance (as seen in Figure 2). Cooper stood onstage and transformed his
posture by twisting his hips, hunching his right shoulder, contorting his mouth, which then
slurred his speech, and remained on demi-point (as seen in Figure 3).39

Figure 2: A photograph of Joseph Merrick (1862–1890), sometimes called the "Elephant Man."
This photograph was published in the British Medical Journal with the announcement of
Merrick's death.
No photographer credited in the British Medical Journal article of 1890. - "Death Of The
'Elephant Man,'" British Medical Journal 1, no. 1529 (1890), 916-917, doi:
10.1136/bmj.1.1529.905

Figure 3: Bradley Cooper, left, and Alessandro Nivola in The Elephant Man, directed by Scott
Ellis, at the Booth Theater.
Photography credit: Sara Krulwich for Ben Brantley, “A Chance to Stare. So Go Ahead. Bradley
Cooper in The Elephant Man on Broadway,” New York Times, 7 December 2014,
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/08/theater/bradley-cooper-in-the-elephant-man-onbroadway.html.

Demi-point is a ballet term that refers to “on the half-points. Indicates that the dancer is to stand high on the balls
of the feet and under part of the toes.” Gail Grant, Technical Manual and Dictionary of Classical Ballet, 3rd ed.
(New York: Dover Publications, 1982), 39. In this instance, Bradley Cooper has one foot flat on the ground while
his other is in demi-point or, as defined, his toes are on the ground while his heel is raised.
39
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This physicalized approach specifically used by the recently named “Sexiest Man of the
Year/Universe” had the desired effect of creating objective distance and discord with the
audience, forcing audience members to come to terms with how someone perceived in our
society as “beautiful” could transform into something perceived as “ugly” before their very eyes
and remain that way for the remainder of the show. This transformation allows reluctant
audience members to “find the beauty within”—something that may not have been as easily done
in prior productions because the actor portraying Merrick was already in character with
prosthetics and makeup applied. This transition from beauty into beast begets further
understanding and sympathy from audiences that may have otherwise never seen the production
had not their “heart throb” celebrity crush not taken on the part.
More recently, a 2017 Broadway revival of Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie
at the Belasco Theater, directed by Sam Gold, has elicited a range of reactions from critics due to
his casting of Madison Ferris as Laura. As previously stated, Ferris has muscular dystrophy and
uses a wheelchair. Shortly after the play’s opening, Neil Genzlinger wrote on 24 March 2017 in
The New York Times:
That bit of casting is, of course, a significant change from the shy girl with a
limp that Williams called for in his play. And Mr. Gold’s staging leaves no doubt that
Ms. Ferris is not some able-bodied actress pretending to have a disability. He has her
enter by painstakingly climbing stairs, one of several times that he takes her out of the
wheelchair and confronts the audience with the difficulties of having severely limited
mobility.
Some leading critics have objected to the transformation of Williams’s subtle
play about a family enveloped in denial into something more strident. The kindest
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objections say that Mr. Gold’s interpretation simply doesn’t mesh well with the text;
harsher ones on theater chat boards have called his use of Ms. Ferris exploitative.40
This review demonstrates the hypercritical perspectives associated with disability awareness in
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries; while characters are being portrayed, they are often done
so, as some would say, at the expense of the disabled community at large. Ben Brantley would
disagree with Genzlinger’s assessment of Madison Ferris’s performance. While Brantley had
steep criticism for the direction and staging of Williams’s play, he complimented Ferris. He
states, “Yet Ms. Ferris, who emanates a no-nonsense spirit of independence, is the least pitiable
Laura I have seen. She stands up to her mother in conversation with the eye-rolling exasperation
of a contemporary teenager, and she has an insolent beauty, with a face that brings to mind the
young Debbie Harry.”41Unlike Brantley, Jesse Green’s review of the play highlights the direction
and set of the play, specifically calling attention to how this new interpretation harkens back to
the director’s production in Amsterdam. Like Brantley, Green applauds, at length, Madison
Ferris’s interpretation of Laura:
Once she’s there, it becomes clear that Gold intends us to notice fully what the
text calls Laura’s “hardly noticeable” little defect. (Traditionally, it’s played as a slight
limp.) At times the other actors carry Ferris around or lay her out on the dining table for
physical therapy. Nor, as Ferris plays her, is Laura the morbidly shy and self-negating
girl Williams describes; she’s resigned and mordant and, in some ways, tougher than
Tom. When Jim, the gentleman caller, arrives, it is not so much her timidity he must

Neil Genzlinger, “A Wheelchair on Broadway Isn’t Exploitation. It’s Progress,” New York Times, 24 March 2017,
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overcome with his Dale Carnegie enthusiasm as her practical sense of what’s possible for
her. Thus when he does overcome it — so stupidly and innocently, in Finn Wittrock’s
winning performance — it’s all the more devastating; Laura is the only Wingfield who
sees the world, and her place in it, as it really is. This new perspective, along with many
other unconventional choices, creates a tension that, on the good side, wonderfully opens
the play up to view. Being forced out of its familiar ruts makes the play tell different
stories. On the problematic side, Gold’s readjustments posit a kind of ghost play next to
Williams’s: a play that’s just as interesting but somewhat distorted. In that play, Ferris’s
achievement is a victory, whereas in the original Laura’s never can be.
The choice wasn’t idle; having directed the Amsterdam production with a Laura
who was not disabled, Gold specifically sought an actress for Broadway who is. The
production’s final gesture, too, deliberately contradicts Williams’s stage directions,
changing much of the play’s impact without altering any dialogue. Purists, if there are
any, may yelp. But this is not the only Glass Menagerie any of us is likely to see in our
lifetime; it’s a Glass Menagerie, one that restores what must have been the shock of the
original while also reframing our ideas about Williams as an imperfect person and a
pitiless autobiographer.42
It is in Green’s final assessment of the play that this portrayal, one with a disabled actress
playing Laura, is merely one of many productions one might see in their lifetime that is
somehow supposed to be a consolation for those individuals that disagree with Gold’s choice to
hire Madison Ferris. It is quite remarkable the difference between how critics respond to ablebodied performers taking on disabled roles; for instance, Bradley Cooper’s portrayal of John
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Merrick was without any additional makeup or prosthetics, and he was lauded for this. Brantley
wrote of his performance:
But what he brings to this production is the weight of years of being stared at as an adult,
and he is the first star of his stature to take on the part in our post Warhol world of
celebrity obsession.
It seems fitting that Mr. Cooper is broader and more conspicuously muscular than
his best known, relatively lithe bodied predecessors in the role. Even if you can’t identify
the man onstage as the one who starred in the blockbuster “Hangover” film franchise,
you’re always aware of the sheer, looming presence of him. He is, as he should be, the
elephant in the room.43
It is compelling to see how critics have reacted to both productions and how these critics felt the
need to call specific attention both to Madison Ferris’s muscular dystrophy and its potential
relationship to the character of Laura and to Bradley Cooper’s portrayal of John Merrick. Each
performer has been assessed, in some degree, based on their appearance, not just their ability to
perform the character. The back-and-forth commentary between critics is expected. The fact that
the ability, or lack thereof, of the performers is coming into question is what makes these reviews
necessary to include in this discussion. They demonstrate how these portrayals of persons by
performers with disabilities are being recognized for their artistic achievements and less as
superfluous attractions for the audience to gawk upon. There is still ample room for
improvement when it comes to able-bodied performers portraying disabled characters. We still
live in a day and age where those actors and actresses are being nominated and given awards for
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their portrayal of disability as if disability is something worth recognizing as an artistic
achievement.
When considering the scope of the financial model of disability, one finds that it is not
only necessary to evaluate representation, but also necessary to evaluate the reception and
recognition of these plays as they correlate into financial box office success, the main source for
evaluation on Broadway. In 2004, The Elephant Man was nominated for Tony Awards for Best
Revival of a Play, Bradley Cooper was nominated for Best Performance by a Lead Actor in a
Play, Patricia Clarkson was nominated for Best Performance by an Actress in a Featured Role in
a Play, and Alessandro Nivola was nominated for Best Performance by an Actor in a Featured
Role in a Play. The Glass Menagerie received only one Tony Award nomination for Sally Field
for Best Performance by an Actress in a Leading Role in a Play. The New York Times theatre
critics Andrew R. Chow and Michael Paulson wrote in May 2017, “The show [The Glass
Menagerie] had been scheduled to close on July 2. However, the show’s ticket sales were
underwhelming, with grosses cresting at $441,034 in late March and dropping to $269,537 last
week — just 30 percent of the gross potential. At the time of its closing it will have played 31
previews and 85 regular performances. The show, produced by Scott Rudin and Lincoln Center
Theater, was capitalized for $3,225,000; it has not recouped those costs.”44 How is it that these
productions ought to have such different reactions in the box office? Is it the talent? Is it the
direction? Do the reviews make a difference?45
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The financial model of disability has demonstrated how emotions can correspond with
economic decision making. Addressing the financial ties associated with the portrayal of
physical disabilities has demonstrated how social norms affect the content of the play, as well as
the productions themselves. The struggle in the twenty-first century is how theatre can bring
about awareness that doesn’t, simultaneously, belittle those individuals that the plays/productions
are shining a light upon. Beginning this study with the financial model, the reader is made
apparent that society is trying to come to terms with how to be inclusive and accurately portray
those with physical disabilities. At the turn of the twentieth century, the aim was to showcase
plays with disabled characters in order to arouse pity to garner money for a specific cause. Plays
therefore became a financial means to an end. Over time, plays also demonstrated how
individuals with disabilities could be financially independent, despite society’s assumptions to
the contrary. Finally, financial giving shifted from being associated with pitying those deemed
“different,” i.e., the less fortunate, to reflect a desire to support those that may be deemed worthy
of greater representation. Now charity and finance are a means to utilize money in such a way
that establishes representation, ideally, more realistic, representation.
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Chapter 2: Moral Model
There exists a dynamic struggle for understanding when it comes to representations of
disability in the theatre. The situation is complex. Chapter 1 demonstrated how theatre can
highlight the evolution of the economic implications of being disabled—whether as the character
in a play or a performer within the theatre community—and how an audience’s emotional
attachment to a character, performer, and/or a production can affect the dynamics of discussion.
Chapter 1 also touched on the varying perspectives regarding disability. A facet of the discussion
arises in this chapter: those that question if someone “deserves” charity. This question ushers in
the rise of the moral model and its effects on disability studies in theatre. The moral model of
disability depiction is defined by Victoria Ann Lewis as one where “the physically different body
is explained by an act of divine or demonic intervention.”1 This model is often used by
playwrights to differentiate easily between good and evil based on arbitrary physical
differences.2
This chapter acknowledges the antiquated depictions of disability whereby physical
difference is merely an outer manifestation of some inner, moral flaw. It also addresses how
representations of physical difference and religion can be used as a literary device. The main
argument presented in this chapter contends that such readings are reductive in terms of the
potential representation of the disabled character and the subsequent analysis of the play in
which these characters are being portrayed. This chapter will specifically discuss the impact of
antiquated associations of morality on characters with physical disabilities.
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Trying to determine a specific period in which the moral model of representation is
prevalent is difficult. Because of advancements in medicine and science, the impacts of the
religious perspectives associated with the moral model of disability are largely found at the time
of the emergence of modern drama. As advancements in medicine and science come to the
forefront, more and more plays with physically disabled characters emerge; however, they are
predominately metaphorical associations. For that reason, the window of analysis of plays
depicting the moral model of disability in modern drama is incredibly limited. In the late
twentieth century and into the twenty-first century, there is resurgence in plays and musicals,
those primarily intended for children and adolescents, which utilize a moral association for
physically disabled characters.
The plays that I will use to make this argument are Ghosts and The Wild Duck by Ibsen;
Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie; The Miracle Worker by William Gibson; the brief instances in Harry
Potter and the Cursed Child, Part 1, the dramatic continuance of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter
literary saga, script by Jack Thorne, story by Thorne, Rowling, and John Tiffany; and Sweet
Nothing in My Ear by Stephen Sachs.
Ibsen’s Ghosts and The Wild Duck deeply criticize the ramifications of society’s
conceptions and expectations of religious morality on the individuals within a family. At the core
of these plays, it is evident social and religious conventions that dominated the Victorian period
were coming into stark contrast against the growing intellectualism of the modern world.
Because Ibsen created characters with physical disabilities in these two plays, it is imperative to
return to these iconic works and analyze them through the lens of disability scholarship.
As many Ibsen scholars will note, Ghosts and, in turn, The Wild Duck were incredibly
controversial plays. Meyer succinctly summarizes Ghosts and its reception: “Ghosts—the story
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of a woman who leaves her husband, is persuaded by the Pastor (whom she loves) to return
home, does so, and bears a son who turns out to have inherited his father’s syphilis—was duly
published by Gyldendal, in an edition of ten thousand copies (two thousand more than A Doll’s
House) on 13 December 1881, and at once aroused a consternation and hostility beyond anything
Ibsen had envisaged.”3 Syphilis and the blindness it often induces became a metonym for
society’s underlying moral decal.4 Interestingly, it is Oswald, the character who becomes blind at
the end of the play,5 and the minor character of Engstrand in Ibsen’s Ghosts who are each
representations of the moral model of physical disability. The loss of vision suffered by Haakon
Werle and Hedvig Ekdal continue Ibsen’s representations of the moral model of physical
disability in The Wild Duck. First, the discussion will focus on a brief comparison of Oswald and
Hedvig to that of their parents followed by an in-depth analysis of Engstrand and how his
deformed leg is a manifestation of the moral model of disability. The aim is to discover how the
subtle nuances of each character add to their complexity and demonstrate the range of
representation of the moral model of disability.
The characters of Oswald and Hedvig complicate the representation of morality and
physical disability insomuch that Ibsen continues to call attention to the archaic notion that the
“sins of the fathers” can be bestowed upon their children. In Ghosts, Oswald explains to his
mother why he will never work again and how he came to discover why:
OSWALD. He was one of the best doctors there. He made me describe what I felt, and
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then he began to ask me a whole heap of questions which seemed to me to have
nothing to do with the matter. I couldn’t see what he was driving at—
MRS. ALVING. Well?
OSWALD. At last he said: “You have had the canker of disease in you practically from
your birth”—the actual word he used was “vermoulu.”
MRS. ALVING (anxiously). What did he mean by that?
OSWALD. I couldn’t understand, either—and I asked him for a clearer explanation. And
then the old cynic said—(clenching his fist.) Oh!—
MRS. ALVING. What did he say?
OSWALD. He said: “The sins of the fathers are visited on the children.”
MRS. ALVING (getting up slowly). The sins of the fathers—.6
The notion of disability being inherited is not a new concept. Punishment of children for their
parents’ sins is spoken of in Ex 20.5; 34.7; Ps 109.13-15; Isa 65.6-7 [NRSV].7 Later Christian
doctrine seems to indicate that there is a shift in perspective as shown in John 9:1-3: “As he
walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this
man or his parents, that he was born blind?’ Jesus answered, ‘Neither this man nor his parents;
he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him (NRSV).”8 The conflicting
sentiment within Christian religious texts demonstrates just one of the religious paradoxes being
presented in these two Ibsen plays. The manifestation of blindness represented in these two plays
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reinforces the popular religious sentiment that difference is believed to be a punishment from
God for sins against one’s own actions or that of their parents.
Beyond the direct religious implications that disability is a punishment for sins
committed, Captain Alving’s and Haakon Werle’s behaviors also call attention to the socially
scandalous behavior of sex outside of marriage and the double standard that allowed for such
indiscretions to go seemingly unpunished by higher ranking men in society. Ato Quayson
summarizes the history of disability in his Introduction to Aesthetic Nervousness: Disability and
the Crisis of Representation. When discussing the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, he draws
attention to morality and disability:
Increasingly, concerns were also raised in the period about the primary role of sexuality
in generating disease and disability. … In that period, an explicit link was established
between diseases such as syphilis and blindness, to the degree that an immediate
correlation was made between blindness and sexual behavior. Blindness was taken as a
sign of presumed sexually questionable behavior and moral deficiency. This finds
peculiar focus in the literature of the Victorian period.9
Ibsen believed in the idea that a person’s true identity, their true individualism, could only be
accomplished when they slough off the past.10For this to be the central theme of Ghosts and of
The Wild Duck, it is understandable to showcase how associations of right and wrong, especially
ones that manifest in physical disability, are superficial and ought to be reconsidered.
Oswald and Hedvig are a perfect example of what Michiraju succinctly describes when
he states, “the transmission of physical disease from parent to child is a powerful metaphor for
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the way society transmits its mental diseases of delusion and conformity from one generation to
the next by way of upbringing.”11 The progression of the loss of sight for both Oswald and
Hedvig demonstrate how morality and disability are intertwined in the late Victorian era. By the
end of each play, the tangled ramifications of each father’s moral depravity is reduced to a single
image—blindness. The darkness that slowly envelopes each of these children signifies the
completion of their parent’s failings.
Ibsen does a masterful job of telling two very similar stories with very different
outcomes. When analyzing the similar relations between the two plays, one can see that Regina
is to Hedvig what Oswald is to Gregers. Regina is the illegitimate child and half sibling to
Oswald just as Hedvig is the potential illegitimate child and half sibling to Gregers. Yet, the
impact of the moral justice that occurs to the characters in each play is not similarly reciprocal.
The hereditary blindness, i.e., moral justice, is imparted on Oswald and Hedvig. In Ghosts, Ibsen
demonstrates the repercussions of moral depravity on one’s claimed child, while The Wild Duck
demonstrates the same repercussions on one’s illegitimate child. Machiraju makes a valid
assessment of the implications of Hedvig’s blindness:
The child brought up in this atmosphere will herself never attain any measure of selfrespect, any sense of her own worth as a person. Blindness would indeed be particularly
bewildering to such a girl, as she would thereby be denied the only role she has been
taught, the role of a servant. Her death can be seen as taking this role to an extreme
conclusion: she kills herself to please her father, and so does not live to slave for a
husband. Chamberlain [Ibsen critic] takes issue with any too severe judgment of the
Ekdal household on the ground that 'the Ekdals are far from untypical' (p. 138). That is all
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too true: Ibsen did not trouble to attack evils he did not know to be widespread. The
world is full of Hedvigs.12
No matter the circumstances, these children’s lives have been cut short because of the actions of
their fathers. Oswald’s syphilitic-induced blindness is just as bewildering for him as Machiraju’s
claims that Hedvig’s blindness would be for her, which is why Oswald resorts to injecting
himself with morphine at the end of the play. Their blindness is a manifestation of their father’s
religious immorality. Blindness is not the only representation of physical disability by Ibsen. In
Ghosts, Engstrand’s deformed leg is another example of the moral model of disability.
At the beginning of Ghosts, Engstrand’s physical difference is brought to light as a means
of exacerbating his moral ineptitude, most especially in contrast to his daughter, Regina. The
stage directions at the beginning of the play state, “His [Engstrand’s] left leg is slightly
deformed, and he wears a boot with a clump of wood under the sole” (71). Within the first
moments of the play, Engstrand’s physical difference is called to the forefront negatively when
Regina, his presumed daughter, states: “Don’t clump about like that, stupid! The young master is
lying asleep upstairs” (71). In these first few moments of the play, Regina has provided a context
for how disability ought to be perceived. Because of Engstrand’s gait, his entrance is
immediately found to be unwelcome because it is disruptive to the established serenity of the
quiet home. Furthermore, Engstrand’s perceived inability to walk is associated by Regina as
some mental defect. During this exchange, Regina goes so far as to insult Engstrand in French,
calling his leg a “Pied de mouton,” knowing he is unaware she has compared his deformity to a
sheep’s foot (73).
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The dialogue between father and daughter in this first scene also establishes their
conflicting views of their social status. When Engstrand indicates he wishes for Regina to return
home with him to help in the “eating house for seafarers,” she promptly replies, “Yes, you can be
quite certain we shall see about that. I, who have been brought up by a lady like Mrs. Alving? —
I, who have been treated almost as if I were her own child? —do you suppose I am going home
with you? —to such a house as yours? Not likely!” (72). Regina believes her interactions with
Mrs. Alving have elevated her standings to that of a lady, while she believes her father maintains
a lesser social status, in large part because of his uncontrolled drinking habits, as well as his lack
of education and refinement. Engstrand is not deterred by Regina’s perspective of him. Instead,
he calls her attention to her physical ability when he says to her, “…What good are you going to
do here? Will this education, that your mistress has paid for, be of any use? You are to look after
the children in the new Home, I hear. Is that the sort of work for you? Are you so frightfully
anxious to go and wear out your health and strength for the sake of these dirty brats?” (74).
Engstrand recognizes that her physical ability to work in Mrs. Alving’s orphanage will be
compromised over time. Engstrand knows he is an example of how one’s physical ability can
abruptly change. This exchange alludes to Engstrand’s past and how his choices have led to his
physical difference. It also reinforces how a person’s physical ability is directly tied to their
value in society.
While Regina is under the impression that her physical ability and proven intellect have
put her in special favor with Mrs. Alving, it is discovered later in the play that these are arbitrary,
albeit positive, attributes and the real reason is her biological parentage. Ibsen alludes to this
during Engstrand and Regina’s initial conversation:
ENGSTRAND. What the devil do you mean? Are you setting yourself up against your
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father, you hussy?
REGINA (mutters, without looking at him.) You have often told me I was none of yours.
ENGSTRAND. Bah!—why do you want to pay any attention to that?
REGINA. Haven’t you many and many a time abused me and called me a—? For shame!
ENGSTRAND. I’ll swear I never used such an ugly word.
REGINA. Oh, it doesn’t matter what word you used.
ENGSTRAND. Besides, that was only when I was a bit fuddled—hm! Temptations are
manifold in this world, Regina.
REGINA. Ugh!
ENGSTRAND. And it was when your mother was in a nasty temper. I had to find some
way of getting my knife into her, my girl. She was always so precious genteel.
(Mimicking her.) “Let go, Jacob! Let me be! Please to remember, that I was three
years with the Alvings at Rosenvold, and they were people who went to Court!”
(Laughs). Bless my soul, she never could forget that Captain Alving got a Court
appointment while she was in service here. (72-73)
This moment is packed with additional nuances that reinforce Ibsen’s stellar playwriting skills.
Firstly, it introduces the moral implications of social status with Engstrand essentially
questioning if Regina is honoring him as a father, one of the Ten Commandments. Next, this
exchange reinforces Engstrand’s questionable character because when he drinks and happens to
argue with Regina, he often calls her derogatory names—ones so socially unacceptable that
Ibsen dare not to have any of the characters say such things aloud. Coinciding with calling
Regina names, this dialogue also demonstrates how Engstrand has used Regina’s parentage as
leverage over his wife when they would argue. These two references reinforce the waning moral
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integrity within this family unit. Finally, this scene introduces how Regina’s mother, Joanna,
prioritized her connection to the Alvings, particularly Captain Alving, to remind Engstrand that
her social status was superior to his own and how his treatment of her ought to follow suit.
Overhearing these arguments between her parents could be where Regina learned that
connecting herself to the Alvings would better her social status. While Engstrand did not know
Captain Alving was specifically to blame for Joanna’s pregnancy and, in turn, her moral
disgrace, he was fully aware that her moral stature was less than his, providing him leverage
within their marriage. Regina, being ignorant of any comprised morality on the Alvings’ or her
mother’s part, assumes the only factor being argued in this aside is their individual social status.
She sees her father as the degenerate because he had no ties with the socially elite, as her mother
had; he was a drunkard. Each of these remarks in this quick argumentative aside between Regina
and Engstrand showcase the importance of this moment because it begins to establish that
morality is the linchpin contributing factor in one’s social status.
These two characters demonstrate how physical ability/difference, education, social class,
and morality are all intertwined. Up to this moment, everything has been confined within the
family unit of Regina and Engstrand. Next, a new character is introduced, which complicates
matters because private familial opinions are up for public debate when Pastor Manders enters
the conversation. Because of his role as the parish pastor, Pastor Manders can bridge the gap
between public and private matters. Things that typically would be confined to the private space,
within one’s home, become privy to public scrutiny because Manders is positioned to be the
reigning judge on moral issues. Thus, there is a contrast between Regina’s and Pastor Manders’s
view of Engstrand. Engstrand’s physical disability is first established by Regina as negative, and
it takes on a moral representation when Pastor Manders speaks about Engstrand. Pastor Manders
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represents an attempt to shift society’s negative moral associations of disability because he
understands Engstrand’s past and how he came to have a deformed limb. The dynamics between
these three characters demonstrates how talented Ibsen was as a playwright. These characters’
interactions and perspectives of themselves and one another are complex. They demonstrate how
an individual’s view is a combination of past experience, education, social awareness, and
expectation, as well as, in this case, religious beliefs.
The dichotomy between right and wrong, good and evil is made apparent here because
Regina has already decided that Engstrand is “less than” because of his drinking and his poor
character, which is all made manifest in his physical difference. Pastor Manders, on the contrary,
as the authority on morality, recognizes the disability yet insists that it is more reasonable to try
to save Engstrand from his poor choices. Later, Manders seems to excuse Engstrand’s excessive
drinking when he is speaking with Mrs. Alving. Manders says, “Ah, that sad weakness of his!
But the pain in his poor leg drives him to it, he tells me. The last time he was in town, I was
really quite touched by him” (83). It is not revealed to the audience until act 2 why Pastor
Manders is willing to give Engstrand the benefit of the doubt and see him in a positive light.
In act 2, many conflicting moral issues arise between Mrs. Alving, Pastor Manders, and,
eventually, Engstrand. When Pastor Manders discovers from Mrs. Alving that Engstrand knew
that his now deceased wife, Joanna, had become pregnant by another man yet still requested for
the Pastor to marry the couple under the false pretense that they simply committed the sin of sex
outside of marriage, he is disgusted by Engstrand’s immorality of lying. It just so happens that
Engstrand comes up to the house to request Pastor Manders to say some prayers over the
completion of the Orphanage, and it is at this time that Manders confronts Engstrand about his
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lies. It is while Engstrand is defending himself and his late wife that the audience discovers how
Engstrand’s leg became deformed:
ENGSTRAND. At the time when Joanna had her misfortune with this Englishman—or
maybe was an American or a Russian, as they call ‘em—well, sir, then she came
to town. Poor thing, she had refused me once or twice before; she only had eyes
for good-looking men in those days, and I had this crooked leg then. Your
reverence will remember how I had ventured up into a dancing-saloon where
seafaring men were reveling in drunkenness and intoxication, as they say. And
when I tried to exhort them to turn from their evil ways—
MRS. ALVING (coughs from the window). Ahem!
MANDERS. I know, Engstrand, I know—the rough brutes threw you downstairs. You
have told me about that incident before. The affliction to your leg is a credit to
you.
ENGSTRAND. I don’t want to claim credit for it, your reverence. But what I wanted to
tell you was that she came then and confided in me with tears and gnashing of
teeth. I can tell you, sir, it went to my heart to hear her.
MANDERS. Did it, indeed, Engstrand? Well, what then?
ENGSTRAND. Well, then I said to her: “The American is roaming about on the high
seas, he is. And you, Joanna,” I said, “you have committed a sin and are a fallen
woman. But here stands Jacob Engstrand.” I said, “on two strong legs”—of
course that was only speaking in a kind of metaphor, as it were, your reverence.
MANDERS. I quite understand. Go on.
ENGSTRAND. Well, sir, that was how I rescued her and made her my lawful wife, so
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that no one should know how recklessly she had carried on with the stranger.
(102-103)
Yet again, here is an excerpt that demonstrates the complexity of Ibsen’s writing as it unpacks an
interesting hypocrisy within Victorian moral and social norms. The morality of Engstrand is
perceived by Regina as unworthy when it is Engstrand’s upstanding good nature and high moral
compass earlier in his life that caused him to be injured in the first place. The implications of
Engstrand’s comments regarding his accident seem to be that he believed himself to be morally
superior to those in the tavern; therefore, his moral righteousness is what led to his accident.
Ibsen is turning social convention regarding disability on its head—Engstrand was morally
righteous when he presumed he was able to “exhort them to turn from their evil ways”; therefore,
he must be punished for superimposing his religious superiority on others—which is why Pastor
Manders is conflicted in his interactions with him. As the moral compass for the community,
Pastor Manders wants to pardon Engstrand’s occasional drunken behavior because it is
Engstrand’s excuse for the pain in his leg, a pain he feels because he was trying to do the right
thing so long ago. Ibsen deftly suggests that maybe there should never be a time or need for a
person to presume moral superiority over another. By Engstrand doing so he is made limp and
Pastor Manders is made to look the hypocrite—condoning drunken behavior.
Ibsen is rightfully named the “father of modern drama” for complex situations as this one
where conflicting representation of good versus evil and right versus wrong are put forth for the
audience to consider. On 16 March 1881, in a letter to Hegel, Ibsen wrote, “As far as Ghosts is
concerned, comprehension will seep into the future. But all these fading and decrepit figures who
have spat upon this work will one day bring upon their heads the crushing judgment of future

61

literary historians…My book contains the future.”13 He was correct because here is an excellent
example of a play that has a moral representation of a character with a physical disability that is
not simply all bad or all good.
While it is known that Ibsen kept his religious beliefs private, Meyer writes about Ibsen’s
perspectives on religion and its complicated relationship with the “joy of life”:
It is cliché that man is attracted by the qualities he lacks, and Ibsen’s plays are permeated
by a longing for what, in Ghosts, he was to term livsglœde, the joy of life. He deplored its
absence in contemporary Christian teaching, which he probably (and with reason) blamed
his own inability to experience that joy; Brand and Pastor Manders, and those daunting
lay preachers . . . denounce it as a sin;. . . To find a religion which would combine
Christian ethics with the joy of life is a problem that has troubled many a piously
educated man and woman; it was a problem which Ibsen personally was never to
solve….14
The complexity of these Ibsensonian characters demonstrates how the moral model of disability
is not just something a playwright utilizes to create easily recognizable moral stereotypes.
Instead, the moral model of disability, as Ibsen has shown through these vastly different
characters with polarizing religious sentiments, can also reflect how a playwright understands the
perspectives of the audience: the binary themes of how non-disabled people cope with disability
and how disability symbolizes the inability of adults and society generally to cope with itself.15
Andy Kempe made this point in reference to Peter Shaffer’s Equus; yet, it also is relevant to
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Ibsen’s Ghosts and The Wild Duck. The adults in these plays are trying to discover their
individual identity. Identifying society’s, i.e., the audience’s, assumptions and stereotypes about
physical difference is yet another example of Ibsen’s greatness as a playwright.
Ibsen’s impact on theatre is readily acknowledged in the breadth of scholarly
commentary lining library bookshelves. The power of his plays, as has been stated already, can
be found in the complexity of his plots, the dynamics of his characters, and his critical view of
the world around him. Meyer notes, “It is a commonplace that a man may more easily be
converted in a crowd than alone, and it is not the least of Ibsen’s numerous contributions to the
theatre that he turned it from a place of entertainment and occasional catharsis into a place from
which men emerged compelled to re-think basic principles which they had never before seriously
questioned.”16 Ibsen demanded that people examine how they see themselves and see the world.
Engstrand, Oswald, and Hedvig each demonstrated that there was a void in the late
nineteenth century of characters who could comprehensively showcase how physical difference
is more than representations of moral grace or depravity. Ibsen’s characters demonstrate how the
moral model of disability can represent society’s notions of good and evil, right and wrong, and
that it is not just something the playwright superimposes on a character. In this way, Ibsen uses
misguided assumptions about morality and physical difference as a means of speaking out
against “typical” associations of those who are different. By creating characters that are
physically different, Ibsen harnesses society’s preconceived notions of disability and turns those
notions on their head.
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The driving question in this chapter has been how faith has affected people’s
understandings of those who are “different.” While Ibsen brought to light the impact of the moral
model of disability as it relates to the family and the families’ relationship to society, the moral
model of disability also crept up in modern drama in more subtle ways. A great example is the
figure of Captain Hook, an amputee, in J.M. Barrie’s classic children’s play Peter Pan. Unlike in
chapter 1 where physically disabled characters in plays were often used as means to arouse pity
and sympathy, in these dramas, characters with physical disabilities become an easily
recognizable association of some evil. J.M. Barrie capitalizes on this in his portrayal of Captain
Hook in Peter Pan.
Prior to Captain Hook’s entrance in act 2: The Neverland, the stage directions describing
Captain Hook’s character take particular note of his “claw”: “He has an iron hook instead of a
right hand, and it is with this he claws. . . . Those, however, who have seen him in the flesh . . .
agree that the grimmest part of him is his iron claw.”17 As the pirates are hunting the lost boys
and Peter, the audience discovers how Captain Hook lost his hand when in a private conversation
with Smee. This dialogue picks up shortly after Captain Hook has given the command to find not
just one but all of the lost boys, and then he shifts to this private dialogue:
HOOK. Most of all I want their captain, Peter Pan. ‘Twas he cut off my arm. I have
waited long to shake his hand with this. (Luxuriating) Oh, I’ll tear him!
SMEE (always ready for a chat). Yet I have oft heard you say your hook was worth a
score of hands, for combing the hair and other homely uses.
HOOK. If I was a mother I would pray to have my children born with this instead of
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that. (His left arm creeps nervously behind him. He has a galling remembrance)
Smee, Pan flung my arm to a crocodile that happened to be passing by.
SMEE. I have noticed your strange dread of crocodiles.
HOOK (pettishly). Not of crocodiles but that one crocodile. (He lays bare a lacerated
heart) The brute liked my arm so much, Smee, that he has followed me ever
since, from sea to sea, and from land to land, licking his lips for the rest of me.
SMEE (looking for the bright side). In a way it is a sort of compliment.
HOOK (with dignity). I want no such compliments; I want Peter Pan, who first gave the
brute his first taste of me…(109)
This moment takes on multiple significances within the discussion of disability studies. As David
T. Mitchel states the following:
Disability marks a character as unlike the rest of a fiction’s cast, and once singled out, the
character proceeds to become a case of special interest who retains originality to the
detriment of all other characteristics. Disability cannot be accommodated in the ranks of
the norm(als), and thus there are two options for dealing with the difference that drives
the story’s plot: a disability is either left behind or punished for its lack of conformity.18
The significance of this exchange about Hook’s disability in comparison to the stage directions
highlights the shifting attitudes about the disability itself. Barrie establishes in the stage
directions the complexity of Hook as a character and how his claw attributes to his overall
persona. He goes into great depth to establish that Hook is refined and monstrous—relatable yet
detached. The dialogue with Smee furthers these associations when Smee attempts to find the
useful qualities of having a claw in lieu of a hand. Yet, as Mitchell indicates, Hook is perpetually
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punished for his lack of conformity; that is, Hook’s claw becomes the central reason for
vengeance and hatred of Peter Pan. Further examination of the text will demonstrate how over
the course of the play the discussion revolving around the claw becomes more sinister/monstrous
and less relatable/refined.
In act 3 at Mermaids’ Lagoon, Starkey, Smee, and Hook devise a plan to steal Wendy to
be their own mother. To solidify this agreement, they each put in a hand, except Hook, who puts
in his claw. This gesture signifies the evil nature of their scheme by associating the prosthesis,
his silver hook, as the solidifying moral deformity. When Captain Hook and Peter begin to climb
to the top of the summit at Mermaid Lagoon, Peter reaches the top of the rock first. The stage
directions note, “Courteously he [Peter] waits; Hook sees his intention, and taking advantage of
it claws twice. Peter is untouched . . .”(123). Captain Hook is embittered because, by cutting off
his hand in a duel, Peter Pan has made him “crippled.” Now he seeks revenge because this new
disability has tainted his image as a powerful leader among pirates. Hook’s amputated hand
represents his feelings of emasculation and becomes a justification for his evil persona.
Relying on this overly simplistic plot device can also be attributed to what Martin Norden
describes in The Cinema of Isolation: A History of Physical Disability in the Movies as the
“obsessive avenger” image. The “‘obsessive avenger,’” as Norden describes, “is an egomaniacal
sort, almost always an adult male, who does not rest until he has had his revenge on those he
holds responsible for his disablement.”19 This description aptly describes Hook’s relationship
with Peter. Hook believes Peter to be the cause for his missing hand; therefore, he must be
plotted against and thwarted at all costs.
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Barrie’s protagonist is not alone in using the claw to signify his worst traits. Early in the
scene at Mermaid Lagoon, Peter pretends to be Hook in order to confuse the pirates and
hopefully set Tiger Lily free. Peter initiates the cruelty associated with Hook’s claw when he
yells at the pirates after they doubt the change in orders:
SMEE (calling). We have the redskin on the rock, Captain.
PETER. Set her free.
SMEE. But, Captain—
PETER. Cut her bonds, or I’ll plunge my hook in you. (120)
Herein is an example for determining who is “at fault” for stereotyping this disability. Obviously,
it ought to rest with the playwright. Why would such disparaging associations be necessary when
writing a children’s fantasy? If this wasn’t enough, Barrie doesn’t end there with how he has
Peter belittle Hook. Later in the same scene between Hook and Peter, Hook is trying to
determine who his imposter is. Their exchange follows:
HOOK. If you are Hook, come tell me, who am I?
PETER. A codfish, only a codfish.
HOOK (aghast). A codfish?
SMEE (drawing back from him). Have we been captained all this time by a codfish?
STARKEY. It's lowering to our pride.
HOOK (feeling that his ego is slipping from him). Don't desert me, bullies.
PETER (top-heavy). Paw, fish, paw!
(There is a touch of the feminine in HOOK, as in all the greatest pirates, and it prompts
him to try the guessing game.)
HOOK. Have you another name? (122)
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It is interesting in this dialogue how dismissive both pirates are to hear that the man they have
believed to be Captain Hook is now being said to be a codfish. This insult seems only plausible
considering the pirates’ stupidity coupled by the fact that they may only fear him because of his
disability, not out of actual respect or faith in him as a person and fellow pirate. Furthermore, in
the stage directions, Barrie now associates Hook with females: prating often associated with
speaking long and idle chatter; this continuation of associating Hook with characteristics that are
considered “less than” seems to say more about Barrie and society. It establishes that Barrie is
merely perpetuating stereotypes to pander to male audience members. Granted, since these last
sentiments are in the stage directions, it would then appear that Barrie is pandering to the maledominated theatre community, in this case, the dominance of male directors and producers.
In Peter Pan, it is evident that multiple groups are being affected by Barrie’s perceptions
of difference. The most obvious group has been the audiences that have seen the productions of
Peter Pan. Next, are the actors studying the script and how the stage directions depict and
describe Hook. The last group to be affected by Barrie’s perception of difference is the director
reading the script and interrupting Barrie’s stage descriptions to fit their artistic vision for the
overall production. These last two groups can determine to what degree Hook’s physical
difference is highlighted in a given production; yet, even a production team that specifically
distances itself from the worst exaggerations of Hook’s physical difference, those are still for
naught because, as has been shown here, the dialogue itself is riddled with demeaning and
derogatory verbiage against those with physical differences. Just as I wrote of Side Show, in
chapter 1, this is another example of a play that perpetuates antiquated portraits of disabilities so
much so that the play ought to stop being produced.
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William Gibson’s The Miracle Worker originally was a televised play that debuted on
CBS’s Playhouse 90 on 31 December 1956.20 The Broadway production, adapted by Gibson,
premiered 19 October 1959 at the Playhouse Theatre in New York; the play was directed by
Arthur Penn with Anne Bancroft as Annie Sullivan and Patty Duke as Helen Keller.21 In 1960, it
won a variety of accolades—the Outer Critics Circle Outstanding Play Award, Tony Awards for
Best Direction of a Play (Arthur Penn), Stage Technician (John Walters), Best Actress in a Play
(Anne Bancroft), and Best Play, as well as a Theatre World Award for Patty Duke, an award that
recognizes excellence in debut performances for Broadway and Off-Broadway productions.22
There is much to be said about the impact of religion in this play. The moral model
primarily focuses on how faith has an impact on the physical representation of a character; here,
the depiction of the character’s physical difference is less religious causation and more so a
literary device.23 Gibson is enamored by using religious-based character metaphors; he uses two
in the play. The first is used by Kate to describe her love of Helen, the play’s blind antagonist.
The second is in the dinner scene where Jimmie says grace where in he alludes to Annie, the
play’s antagonist. Gibson effectively covers his main characters in religious metaphors that
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address their disabilities, which is why it is necessary to include this play within the discussion
of the moral model.
Catholicism plays a very important role in developing the complexity of the narrative in
The Miracle Worker. Gibson acknowledges in a 1969 interview with Studs Terkel that he took
all the events of the play from Anne Sullivan Macy’s personal letters to her former teacher and
mentor, Sophie Hopkins. He tells Terkel, “These letters, which are really very exciting letters—I
invented nothing in the play, by the way, that went on between Helen and Annie. I took it all out
of these letters.”24 It is evident when reading Anne Sullivan Macy’s letters to Sophie Hopkins
that Gibson used her very words to structure the plot of his play.25 In the same interview with
Terkel, Gibson mentions how traits from his Irish Catholic mother were used for two different
roles he wrote: “And then, you know, you speak of characters—whatever part of my mother
didn't get into Gittel [Gittel Moscowitz, a character in Gibson’s Two for the Seesaw] got into
Annie Sullivan. Having taken care of, sort of, the Jewish wing I then took care of the Catholic
wing.”26 Later he specifically recounts how when building a character, their traits aren’t just
from one person, but an amalgamation of many.27 From this interview, one discovers that it is
evident that Gibson used Sullivan’s letters as the play’s story structure, and now it is necessary to
see how he superimposed his own Catholic religious leanings to fill and add emotional depth
onto the play. The analysis will conclude with a discussion of how Gibson channeled that
morality using physical disability as a metaphor to make a larger point.
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Throughout the play, Gibson makes references to religion. Many instances are simply by
characters in the play using religious references as an exclamation. The first occurs at the
opening of the play when the doctor tells Kate that their baby, Helen, will live, to which Kate
responds, “Thank God.”28 Making exclamations such as this is not indicative of a person’s
religious beliefs per se as they are of a character’s ability to be familiar enough with religious
jargon to use it correctly in conversation. The remaining references stem from a character’s
religious beliefs. Interestingly, even these beliefs are commonly held by Christians, Jews, and
Muslims. The first of these types of references is echoed at the beginning at the play, then again
toward the end. In the first, Anagos, the director of the Perkins School for the Blind, is speaking
with Annie, and it is during this, their last counseling session, when he admits how Annie lacks
tact and how she is stubborn. When Annie jokingly dismisses his remarks, he replies,
ANAGOS. (Severely.) Nowhere but back to Tewksbury, where children learn to be
saucy. Annie, I know how dreadful it was there, but that battle is dead and done
with, why not let it stay buried?
ANNIE. (Cheerily.) I think God must owe me a resurrection.
ANAGOS. (A bit shocked.) What?
ANNIE. (Taps her brow.) Well, He keeps digging up that battle!
ANAGOS. That is not a proper thing to say, Annie. It is what I mean.
ANNIE. (Meekly.) Yes. But I know what I’m like, what’s this child like? (15)
Then, in act 3, a similar moment is repeated. This time the instance takes place in the last
flashback of the play just as Annie stands looking upon the now emptied garden house:
BOY’S VOICE. You said we’d be together, forever— You promised, forever and—
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Annie!
ANAGNOS’ VOICE. But that battle is dead and done with, why not let it stay buried?
ANNIE’S VOICE. (Whispering.) I think God must owe me a resurrection.
ANAGNOS’ VOICE. What?
(A pause; and ANNIE answers it herself, heavily.)
ANNIE. And I owe God one.
BOY’S VOICE. Forever and ever— (ANNIE shakes her head.) –forever, and ever, and—
(ANNIE covers her ears.) –forever, and ever, and ever—(83)
Here, Annie’s statement about resurrection solidifies her belief in God, and it implies a specific
relationship between herself and God. In each of these type of instances that can be found
throughout the play, it is obvious that these characters at the very least have some semblance of
core religious beliefs, but these moments are trivial in comparison to the two instances religion is
used as a literary device, which occur as bookends before and after Helen is taken into seclusion
with Annie.
The first instance of the use of religion being used as a literary device takes place in act 2
when Annie interrupts a conversation between Captain Keller and Kate in the garden house.
Prior to Annie’s arrival, Captain Keller has determined that Annie’s “been nothing but a burden,
incompetent, impertinent, ineffectual, [and] immodest” (58), and therefore must be discharged.
When Annie comes to the garden house to speak with the Kellers, the audience never actually
finds out what Annie came to say because over the course of the scene, the subjects of their
conversation change so frequently. It is during this fast-paced interaction that Gibson cleverly
inserts his religious metaphor regarding Helen. The scene unfolds with Annie admitting to
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Captain Keller that he is correct in stating that it is impossible to teach a child that refuses to
have contact with her:
ANNIE. It’s hopeless here. I can’t teach a child who runs away.
KELLER. (Nonplussed.) Then—do I understand you—propose—
ANNIE. Well, if we all agree it’s hopeless, the next question is what—
KATE. Miss Annie. (She is leaning toward ANNIE, in deadly earnest; it commands both
ANNIE and KELLER.) I am not agreed. I think perhaps you—underestimate
Helen.
ANNIE. I think everybody else here does.
KATE. She did fold her napkin. She learns, she learns, do you know she began talking
when she was six months old? She could say “water.” Not really—“Wahwah.”
“Wahwah,” but she meant water, she knew what it meant, and only six months
old, I never saw a child so—bright, or outgoing— (Her voice is unsteady, but she
gets it level.) It’s still in her, somewhere, isn’t it? You should have seen her before
her illness, such a good-tempered child—
ANNIE. (Agreeably.) She’s changed.
KATE. (A pause, KATE not letting her eyes go; her appeal at last is unconditional, and
very quiet.) Miss Annie, put up with it. And with us.
KELLER. Us!
KATE. Please? Like the lost lamb in the parable, I love her all the more. (60)
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The parable of the lost sheep that Kate Keller is referring to takes place in the New Testament of
the Christian Bible in Matthew 18:10-1429 and Luke 15:3-7 [NRSV].30 The shorter version of
this parable is in Matthew:
Take care that you do not despise one of these little ones; for, I tell you, in heaven
their angels continually see the face of my Father in heaven. What do you think? If a
shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the
ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray? And if he
finds it, truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went
astray. So it is not the will of your Father in heaven that one of these little ones should be
lost.31
From this Biblical excerpt, Gibson pulled his metaphor for Helen and Kate.
The comparison of Helen to that of a lost sheep that Kate, her shepherd, finds and
cherishes “all the more” is obvious. What this connection also addresses is the popular belief in
the late nineteenth century that those with disabilities, especially those that were blind, did not
hold the same status as those that were sighted. Meeks’s footnote elucidating on the phrase
“these little ones” explains, “Little ones who believe in me, no longer the literal children of 18:14, but Christian believers of some sort. It is not clear whether they are missionaries (see 10.42),
all disciples, recent converts, those of low social or economic status, or those weak in faith.”32
Should the story be addressed to those low of social or economic status, it is understandable that
they might be considered “undesirable” and be shunned. This was a common belief held in
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ancient Christendom and one still relevant in the year Anne Sullivan came to teach Helen—
1887. Kate Keller’s turn of phrase to describe her love of Helen, while noble in its intent, does
demonstrate her unconscious bias that Helen is not at the same level of those around her and
needs saving.
Interestingly, when Kate mentions “the lost sheep,” Annie immediately draws attention to
the bigger issue—which is that such a passage reinforces negative views of those with
disabilities. An especially popular view was that these individuals not only were “less than” the
rest of society, but also were often considered not even human. The scene continues,
ANNIE. Mrs. Keller, I don’t think Helen’s worst handicap is deafness or blindness. I
think it’s your love. And pity.
KELLER. Now what does that mean?
ANNIE. All of you here are so sorry for her you’ve kept her—like a pet, why, even a dog
you housebreak. No wonder she won’t let me come near her. It’s useless for me to
try to teach her language or anything else here. I might as well— (60-61)
This lack of humanity is echoed repeatedly in the 1848 American Annals of the Deaf and Dumb.
Collins Stone wrote of deaf children: “Yet he is a different being.”33 J. A. Ayres believed that
with sign language, these individuals could regain their place in humanity. He wrote in July of
that same year, “With such a language it will be seen at once that the deaf-mute is restored to his
position in the human family, from which his great loss had well nigh excluded him, and is
enabled to hold communion with man and with God, with the outer world of fact and perception,
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and with the inner world of emotion and thought.”34 By having Annie draw the comparison that
Captain Keller and Kate treat Helen like a dog, Gibson demonstrates Annie knew of these biases
against those with physical disabilities. She does this by turning the attention away from Helen
and back at Kate and Captain Keller, and in a broader context, anyone that shared their beliefs,
and how their behavior is what is limiting Helen’s progress. Gibson’s willingness to have Annie
be so “impertinent” as to say such a thing not just to her superiors, but also to her employers
demonstrates his desire as the playwright to use this religious language to loudly call attention
against the unconscious biases held by many against those with physical disabilities.
At the end of The Miracle Worker, the family gathers together for a celebratory dinner
after Helen and Annie have returned from their seclusion in the garden house. During this scene,
the second religious metaphor takes place. Once everyone is settled at the table, Kate asks
Jimmie to say grace:
(They bow their heads, except for Helen, who palms her empty plate and then reaches to
be sure her mother is there. JAMES considers a moment, glances across at Annie, lowers
his head again, and obliges.)
JAMES. (Lightly.) And Jacob was left alone, and wrestled with an angel until the
breaking of the day; and the hollow of Jacob’s thigh was out of joint, as he
wrestled with him; and the angel said, Let me go, for the day breaketh. And Jacob
said, I will not let thee go, except thou bless me. Amen. (ANNIE has lifted her
eyes suspiciously at JAMES, who winks expressionlessly and inclines his head to
HELEN.) Oh, you angel. (86)
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Gibson uses this prayer as a metaphor for Annie’s character arc because, like Jacob, Annie
carries with her a physical disability that acts as a reminder of the struggles of her past before her
future prosperity.
Gibson uses a religious story to show Annie’s successes and failures as a teacher. To
understand the significance of this moment, it is necessary to provide the specific story of Jacob
that Jimmie tells. It is from Genesis 32.22-33 [NRSV]:
The same night he got up and took his two wives, his two maids and his eleven
children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. He took them and sent them across the
stream, and likewise everything that he had. Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled
with him until daybreak. When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he
struck him on the hip socket; and Jacob’s hip was put out of joint as he wrestled with
him. Then he said, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let
you go, unless you bless me.” So he said to him, “What is your name?” And he said,
“Jacob.” Then the man said, “You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you
have striven with God and with humans, and prevailed.” Then Jacob asked him, “Please
tell me your name.” But he said, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And there he blessed
him. So, Jacob called the place Penuel, saying, “For I have seen God face to face, and yet
my life is preserved.” The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his
hip. Therefore, to this day the Israelites do not eat the thigh muscle that is on the hip
socket, because he struck Jacob on the hip socket at the thigh muscle.35
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The parallels between the two stories are numerous, ultimately solidifying the comparison
Gibson was making that Annie is the “miracle worker” as Samuel L. Clemens (Mark Twain)
dubbed her.
The first parallel is that Jacob has left everyone and is alone. Similarly, Annie must leave
everything she knows in Boston to travel to Alabama to become a teacher. During their
seclusion, they are faced with the most difficult of challenges. While there is room for
interpretation who exactly Jacob is wrestling with, in the passage quoted above, it is said to be “a
man” since that is in the Torah translation. Yet, the Torah translation also refers to “the man” as
an angel. While other religious scholars speculate if it was God, whose face he saw was the
cause to which he ascribes salvation. Another possibility was that Jacob wrestled with himself—
which is why the angel doesn't even matter; it's just a foil, an expression of his own internal
opposition. This question is never fully resolved in Jewish or Christian theology. We are left
then to interpret who Jacob wrestled. The same set of premises can apply to Annie. Annie could
wrestle with an actual figure, like the angel; in this instance, it would be Helen, whom she argues
with numerous times within the play. Furthermore, this appears to be the conclusion Gibson
makes because when Jimmie makes eye contact with Annie at the end of the blessing, he nods
his head toward Helen. She could be fighting with God, whom she says she owes a resurrection,
as we saw when discussing how Gibson used religious references to demonstrate a character’s
beliefs. She could also be fighting with herself, which is evident by the flashback scenes where
she is haunted by her past.
Like the first use of a religious language by Kate in act 2, Gibson also turns this religious
moment on its head. The dinner scene continues after Jimmie’s grace:
AUNT EV. That’s a very strange grace, James.
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KELLER. Will you start the muffins, Ev?
JAMES. It’s from the Good Book, isn’t it?
AUNT EV. (Passing a plate.) Well, of course it is. Didn’t you know?
JAMES. Yes. I knew.
KELLER. (Serving.) Ham, Miss Annie?
ANNIE. Please.
AUNT EV. Then why ask?
JAMES. I meant it is from the Good Book, and therefore a fitting grace.
AUNT EV. Well. I don’t know about that.
KATE. (With the pitcher.) Miss Annie?
ANNIE. Thank you.
AUNT EV. There’s an awful lot of things in the Good Book that I wouldn’t care to hear
just before eating.
(When ANNIE reaches for the pitcher, HELEN removes her napkin and drops it to the
floor. ANNIE is filling HELEN’S glass when she notices it; she considers HELEN’S
bland expression a moment, then bends, retrieves it, and tucks it around HELEN’S neck
again.)
JAMES. Well, fitting in the sense that Jacob’s thigh was out of joint, and so is this
piggie’s.
AUNT EV. I declare, James—
KATE. Pickles, Aunt Ev? (86-87).
To follow such a seemingly profound religious comparison with such a lighthearted, almost
offensive dialogue is in stark contrast to how Gibson had the characters react previously. Where
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he made a powerful statement against interpretations of disabilities earlier, he simply has Jimmie
debase himself to not call attention to his true aim: to call attention to Annie’s ineffectualness as
a teacher.
Throughout the play, Jimmie calls Annie out on her ability to be an effective teacher. One
such moment happens toward the end of act 2:
JAMES. (A pause.) Maybe she’ll teach you.
ANNIE. Of course.
JAMES. That she isn’t. That there’s such a thing as—dullness of heart. Acceptance. And
letting go. Sooner or later we all give up, don’t we?
ANNIE. Maybe you all do. It’s my idea of the original sin.
JAMES. What is?
ANNIE. (Witheringly.) Giving up.
JAMES. (Nettled.) You won’t open her. Why can’t you let her be? Have some—pity on
her, for being what she is—
ANNIE. If I’d ever once thought like that, I’d be dead!
JAMES. (Pleasantly.) You will be. Why trouble? (ANNIE turns to glare at him; he is
mocking.) Or will you each be? (And with a bow, he drifts off.) (66)
The main point of this comparison is to show the struggle that Jacob endured over the course of
one night. Annie has struggled to find herself as a person, as a teacher. Being herself once blind
and going through corrective surgeries to restore some sight, she is like Jacob because of the
physical reminder, her smoking glasses, of her experiences. She also is still struggling as a
teacher. Up to this point in the play, she is still trying to find her place as an educator, especially
since she has yet to experience the satisfaction of watching her pupil learn/comprehend her
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lessons. Like Jacob, Annie doesn't have to do this alone. She must learn to trust herself, God,
Helen, and Helen's family. When Helen begins to misbehave at the celebratory dinner and Annie
is about to dismiss everyone in the room to regain control of the situation, the family begins to
protest, and Annie responds,
ANNIE. She’s testing you. You realize?
JAMES. (To ANNIE.) She’s testing you.
KELLER. Jimmie, be quiet. (JAMES sits, tense.) Now she’s home, naturally she—
ANNIE. And wants to see what will happen. At your hands. I said it was my main worry,
is this what you promised me not half an hour ago?
KELLER. (Reasonably.) But she’s not kicking, now—
ANNIE. And not learning not to. Mrs. Keller, teaching her is bound to be painful, to
everyone. I know it hurts to watch, but she’ll live up to just what you demand of
her, and no more.
JAMES. (Palely.) She’s testing you.
KELLER. (Testily.) Jimmie.
JAMES. I have an opinion, I think I should—
KELLER. No one’s interested in hearing your opinion.
ANNIE. I’m interested, of course she’s testing me. Let me keep her to what she’s learned
and she’ll go on learning from me. Take her out of my hands and it all comes
apart. (KATE closes her eyes, digesting it; ANNIE sits again, with a brief
comment for her.) Be bountiful, it’s at her expense. (She turns to JAMES, flatly.)
Please pass me more of—her favorite foods.
(Then KATE lifts HELEN’S hand, and turning her toward ANNIE, surrenders her;
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HELEN makes for her own chair.) (88-89)
And in that moment of trust, where at the end of the play, Annie insists that Helen take the
pitcher of water she has spilled outside to the well to refill, that the “miracle” of language
compression occurs.
This analysis of William Gibson’s The Miracle Worker demonstrates the possibility of
the moral model of physical difference insomuch that it shows how religious representations of
disability moved from bodily embodiment to literary device. Lionel Warner writes, “It is
something of a surprise to note that Gibson himself argued that, in a sense, this play is not really
about Helen’s impairments but, ‘an epic story of the young against the old; a metaphor of
growing up and learning what the reality of life is.’”36 Gibson wanted to demonstrate to
audiences the power of personhood, and he found the best way to do that was using religious
metaphors as a vehicle to speak to audiences about physical difference. Using the familiarity of
Christian faith and its teachings drove the message that all people have potential and agency.
There is a very brief moment in Harry Potter and the Cursed Child, Part 1, the dramatic
continuance of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter literary saga, the play’s script by Jack Thorne, story
by Thorne, Rowling, and John Tiffany, that alludes to the representation of the moral model of
the physically disabled. In act 1, scene 3 on the Hogwarts Express, the train that takes young
witches and wizards to Hogwarts School for Witchcraft and Wizardry, Harry’s son Albus and
Hermione and Ron’s daughter Rose navigate their way through the full train to find an available,
seat in one of the train compartments. When they finally come across one that does have seats
available, they meet Scorpius Malfoy, the son of Harry’s school-age nemesis, Draco Malfoy.
Rose immediately recognizes Scorpius and attempts to steer Albus away, trying to avoid going
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into any details about why she wishes to not interact with him; it is to no avail. The scene
transpires as follows:
SCORPIUS. You’re Albus Potter. She’s Rose Granger-Weasley. And I am Scorpius
Malfoy. My parents are Astoria and Draco Malfoy. Our parents—they didn’t get
on.
ROSE. That’s putting it mildly. Your mum and dad are Death Eaters!
SCORPIUS (affronted). Dad was—but Mum wasn’t. ROSE looks away, and SCORPIUS
knows why she does. I know what the rumor is, and it’s a lie.
ALBUS looks from an uncomfortable ROSE to a desperate SCORPIUS.
ALBUS. What—is the rumor?
SCORPIUS. The rumor is that my parents couldn’t have children. That my father and my
grandfather were so desperate for a powerful heir, to prevent the end of the
Malfoy line, that they. . . that they used a Time-Turner to send my mother back. . .
ALBUS. To send her back where?
ROSE. The rumor is that he’s Voldemort’s son, Albus. A horrible, uncomfortable silence.
It’s probably rubbish. I mean . . . look, you’ve got a nose.
The tension is slightly broken. SCORPIUS laughs, pathetically grateful.
SCORPIUS. And it’s just like my father’s! I got his nose, his hair, and his name. Not that
that’s a great thing either. I mean—father-son issues. I have them. But, on the
whole, I’d rather be a Malfoy than, you know, the son of the Dark Lord.
SCORPIUS and ALBUS look at each other and something passes between them.
ROSE. Yes, well, we probably should sit somewhere else. Come on, Albus.37
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The interaction within this scene has three important points to unpack; the first is J.K. Rowling’s
use of allegory and how physical difference becomes a representation of evil; second is how the
humor in this scene relates to how humor was used in Peter Pan to differentiate Hook from
others; third, this scene harkens to a connection to Ibsen and the idea that inheritance of sins
through genetics can appear as manifestations of physical difference.
For those altogether unfamiliar, Voldemort is the antagonist throughout the series. He is
the manifestation of evil, and his physical appearance is continually described in such ways that
exacerbate that association. While there are many times that Voldemort’s appearance is
described, the two most notable instances are in the first book when we see him for the first time
and in the fourth book when his body is restored. At the end of the first book, Harry Potter and
the Sorcerer’s Stone, Voldemort’s face is described as “the most terrible face Harry had ever
seen. It was chalk white with glaring red eyes and slits for nostrils, like a snake.”38 When in the
fourth book Voldemort is able to restore his body, Rowling again makes it a point to call
attention to the difference in his physical appearance and how it is a manifestation of his
deviance. One particular moment highlights this as Voldemort tortures Harry: “A little break,”
said Voldemort, the slit-like nostrils dilating with excitement, “a little pause . . . That hurt, didn’t
it, Harry? You don’t want me to do that again, do you?”39 As discussed in “‘Contemporary’ Does
Not Mean ‘Modern’: The Harry Potter Series as a Sampler of Western Literary Tradition,” M.
Katherine Grimes provides a historical overview of Western literary traditions and how the
Harry Potter series has comparable moments that tie itself to these periods in Western literature.
One such comparison is to medieval literature. Grimes writes, “The Harry Potter novels serve as

38

J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (New York: Scholastic, 1997), 293.

39

J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire (New York: Scholastic, 2000), 661.

84

a sort of allegory, as well, with Voldemort and his Death Eaters representing evil and . . .
Voldemort’s serpentine like appearance and his association with snakes certainly leads one to see
a connection with the serpent in the book of Genesis.”40 The humor of the passing moment in
The Cursed Child becomes representative of the moral model because it hinges on audience
members being familiar with Voldemort’s appearance.
Furthermore, this passing moment is significant because, like Hook in Peter Pan, it relies
on a physical difference of Voldemort to encapsulate his immorality. The representations of
Voldemort and Hook are similar in that both are used as dramatic foils to the heroes in each
series—Peter Pan is to Harry Potter as Hook is to Voldemort. The similarities between these two
characters are worth noting. Both men are described as being educated and carry themselves with
a sense of superiority to that of their peers. In the sixth book in the Harry Potter series, Harry
Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, Professor and Headmaster of Hogwarts Albus Dumbledore
recounts Voldemort’s past and describes him as follows:
He [Voldemort] reached the seventh year of his schooling, with, as you might have
expected, top grades in every examination he had taken. All around him, his classmates
were deciding which jobs they were to pursue once they had left Hogwarts. Nearly
everybody expected spectacular things from Tom Riddle [Voldemort’s real name],
prefect, Head Boy, winner of the Award for Special Services to the School. I know that
several teachers, Professor Slughorn amongst them, suggested that he join the Ministry of
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Magic, offered to set up appointments, put him in touch with useful contacts. He refused
all offers...”41
Hook is described in the stage directions: “He is never more sinister than when he is most polite,
and the elegance of his diction, the distinction of his demeanour, show him one of a different
class from his crew, a solitary among uncultured companions” (108). Both characters’ physical
features are repeatedly called to attention to accentuate the difference against their respective
protagonist. Instances of each have already been quoted within this chapter. Unlike Hook whose
physical disability was caused by Peter Pan, Voldemort’s physical disfigurement, his snakelike
nostrils, is of his own making. The journey he takes over the course of the Harry Potter series to
regain his body is because of his initial interaction with Harry and what he shares with Hook—a
deep-seeded sense of vengeance to regain power. Lastly, the memory of these characters is
equally diminished. For Hook, he is simply forgotten by Peter as is told in When Wendy Grew
Up: An Afterthought. When Peter finally returns after years of being away, Wendy confronts him
about what has transpired since their last adventure:
WENDY. Peter. I—I have something to tell you.
PETER (running to her gaily). Is it a secret?
WENDY. Oh! Peter, when Captain Hook carried us away—
PETER. Who’s Captain Hook? Is it a story? Tell it me.
WENDY (aghast). Do you mean to say you’ve even forgotten Captain Hook, and how
you killed him and saved all our lives?
PETER (fidgeting). I forget them after I kill them.42
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Similarly, as quoted above, in The Cursed Child, the memory of Voldemort is reduced to a mere
joke. In the worlds of these characters, the impact of time has been the ultimate form of
destruction for these characters—they are forgotten or fodder for jokes.
It is interesting to note how this brief interaction between Rose, Scorpius, and Albus also
harks back to Ibsen and the belief that the “sins of the father” can be bestowed upon the child.
Rose and Scorpius indicate in their comments that physical appearance and morality are linked.
Rose does so when she tries to make light of Scorpius’s lack of physical deformity in an effort to
alleviate the awkward tension between their interactions. Scorpius does when he attempts to
draw distinctions between himself and Voldemort. The flaw in this logic is that Voldemort’s
appearance was not from birth but became a physical manifestation of his evil doings over time
as is described by Dumbledore to Harry in The Half-Blood Prince:
“Lord Voldemort has seemed to grow less human with the passing years, and the
transformation he has undergone seemed to me to be only explicable if his soul was
mutilated beyond the realms of what we might call ‘usual evil’…” . . . “I am glad to see
you appreciate the magnitude of the problem,” said Dumbledore calmly. “But, firstly, no,
Harry, not seven Horcruxes: six. The seventh part of his soul, however maimed, resided
inside his regenerated body. That was the part of him that lived a spectral existence for so
many years during his exile; without that, he has no self at all. That seventh piece of soul
will be that last that anybody wishing to kill Voldemort must attack—the piece that lives
in his body.”43
Rose’s and Scorpius’s comments stem from a deeply antiquated notion that somehow with
inherited features also come inherited moral flaws. Unlike in Ghosts and The Wild Duck, where
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the idea of inherited moral failings was perpetuated by all ranks and ages within society, at least
over time the notions of the “sins of the father” is reduced to a child’s joke. In this way, a
perceived prejudice against those with disabilities is shifted from belief to untactful humor. Both
are inexcusable and ought to be avoided at all costs, and it is a shame that such things continue
currently.
From the first interactions of the play’s two main characters, Albus and Scorpius, we see
the unfolding of bias against those with physical difference. Neithardt begins her analysis of the
physical differences of two notable series characters Argus Filch and Alastor “Mad-Eye” Moody
with a description that aptly applies here:
Although most of the characters in the series are different from actual readers because
they are witches and wizards, Rowling demonstrates that, magical abilities aside, Harry,
Hermione, and Ron share qualities with actual children. By contrast, readers may have
little or no experience with disability, and the novels could serve as an introduction to
people whose bodies and minds are not typical. It is therefore worth considering how
Rowling has written these characters and what messages she communicates (intentionally
or not) about people with disabilities.44
Later in her article, Neithdart notes how one of the major themes in the series is respecting,
tolerating, and acknowledging difference.45 By and large, the Harry Potter series and, in turn,
these plays do a remarkable job illustrating the complicated nature of difference—whether that
be differences between cultures, appearances, abilities, genders, and/or lived experiences. Yet,
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Neithardt astutely remarks, “Rowling’s depiction of the differences between wizards and
Muggles is a metaphor for the real-world juxtaposition of able-bodied and able-minded people
with those who have disabilities. In both cases, the former is preferable.”46 And this moment
from act 1, scene 3 in The Cursed Child exemplifies this because it demonstrates an overt insult
about physical difference that stems from a stereotyped view of physical manifestations of
immorality. No matter how great the series is and how positively other persons with differing
abilities are portrayed, the fact that the primary antagonist throughout the series is constantly
being referred to in terms of his character’s physical difference is an unfortunate reminder that
even in the twenty-first century we still rely heavily upon archaic stereotypes of disability.
Up to this point, this chapter has focused on how a character’s inner, moral flaw has been
represented by some outer manifestation of a physical difference. The main argument presented
has contended that such a reading is reductive in terms of the potential representation of the
disabled character and individuals with disabilities as a whole. There are also instances when
physical differences are seen as examples of divine intervention. To move the moral model of
disability beyond physical disabilities being mere representations of moral flaws, it is necessary
to discuss how there are ways in which people manipulate faith and morality to their own ends to
demonstrate positive religious intervention. Thus far, the plays being discussed have been from
the perspective of the able-bodied viewing disability as a punishment—whether as a sin
committed by the individual or one committed by their parent(s). In contrast, Sweet Nothing in
My Ear by Stephen Sachs uses a moral argument about disability from the perspective of
someone who is deaf.
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Before I begin the analysis of this play and how it subverts the expected representation of
the moral model of disability, it is necessary to discuss the Deaf community and how it relates to
representations and associations with disability. Many within the Deaf community do not
identify as disabled; instead, some identify themselves as a unique community with a common
linguistic heritage and culture that is distinct from those in the majority hearing world. It has
become common practice, and I will follow suit, to capitalize “d” in the term to differentiate
between references to the individuals that comprise this unique community and their distinct
culture, Deaf, and the condition itself as it relates to hearing, deaf. As a hearing individual, it is
neither my place nor my intention to say whether a deaf person is disabled, and it should not be
implied because I am including analysis of this play that have deaf characters within its text. I
think it is important to include plays with deaf characters when the representation of those
characters falls within the same stereotyped, pigeon-holed and/or antiquated representations of
individuals that do identify as physically different. In future instances of any inclusion of a play
with deaf characters there will be a preface, like this one, to ensure complete transparency and
understanding for why the play is included.
Sweet Nothing in My Ear, written and directed by Stephen Sachs, premiered 20 June
1997 at the Fountain Theatre in Los Angeles. A list of the full ensemble for this production is
important to mention because as “The Language of the Play” production note states, “In
performance, it must be accessible to both a deaf and hearing audience at the same time. It
requires a seamless blend of American Sign Language and spoken English….All the deaf
characters of the play—Laura, Max, Sally, Adam, Dr. Walters—use only American Sign
Language. They are simultaneously ‘voiced’ or ‘voiced acted’ from the side of the stage by a
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member of the Company.”47 The original cast for the Fountain Theatre production was Bob
Kirsh (Dan), Terrylene (Laura), Gianni Manganelli (Adam), Jennifer Massey (voice of
Laura/Pam Scott), John Benitz (Dr. Weisman/voice of Dan), Elizabeth Barrett (Barbara Cannon,
voices of Sally, Adam, Dr. Walters), Bernard Bragg (Max), Cal Bartlett (voice of Max, Dr.
Flint), Freda Norman (Sally), and Vikee Waltrip (Dr. Walters). The play won the 1997 California
Governor’s Media Access Award for Theatre, and Sachs earned a playwriting grant from the
National Endowment for the Arts.48 In March 1998, it moved to the Victory Gardens Theatre in
Chicago. Sachs wrote the screenplay of Sweet Nothing in My Ear for the 2008 Hallmark Hall of
Fame channel made for the television movie, which starred Jeff Daniels (Dan) and Marlee
Matlin (Laura). Incidentally, it gained renewed interest when it became one of the plays eligible
for Mixed Blood Theatre’s 2015 Disability/Visibility Project. The main plot of the play follows
the debate between husband and wife, Dan and Laura, as they come to discover their recently
deaf six-year-old-son Adam is eligible and an ideal candidate for a cochlear implant.
Most of the plays within this chapter are examples of ways in which physical difference
is reduced to a representation of some inner, moral flaw. Sweet Nothing in My Ear showcases the
opposite: the idea that physical differences are representations of God’s divine intervention and
will. Both of these perspectives stem from the impact religion has on people’s lives. As Shaun
Grech states, “...religion remains a fundamental constituent of people’s social and embodied
reality, forms a critical part of people’s narratives, and cannot ever be ignored.”49 There are
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specific moments within Sweet Nothing in My Ear that exemplify Grech’s statement and, in turn,
demonstrate the range of the moral model of disability.
The driving moral force behind the play is an instance toward the beginning when Dan
questions what appears to be an ingrained belief. It happens in act 1 when Dr. Weisman and Dan
are making idle conversation as they wait for the nurse to come in to assist with stitching up
Adam’s injured knee. As Adam’s new physician, since the family pediatrician recently retired,
Dr. Weisman inquires about Adam’s hearing loss and his adjustment to it:
DR. WEISMAN. When did he stop speaking?
DAN. Six months ago. May 11th. To be exact.
DR. WEISMAN (writing note in folder). May 11th?
DAN. Mother’s Day. He just— (He makes a hand gesture of turning a switch at his
throat.)
DR. WEISMAN. What’s that?
DAN. It means he “turned off his voice.”
DR. WEISMAN. He might turn it back on if he could hear himself speak.
DAN. We can’t reverse what God does, right?
DR. WEISMAN. Sometimes we can. Have you heard of a cochlear implant?50
Sachs’s decision to have Dan finish his thought as a question instead of a statement ushers in the
various nuances about how religious beliefs have an impact on not just the individual, but the
entire family. This question propels the action of the play.
Sachs introduces moments in the play where perspectives on hearing loss are seen as
God’s divine intervention. One such interaction occurs toward the end of Adam’s birthday party
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while Laura is cleaning up. Sally, her mother, makes a passing comment about how Laura is
fortunate to work with kids. This prompts Laura to recount a story about one of her students:
LAURA. Oh, there’s this girl in my class. She was very sad. I asked her what’s wrong.
She said, “When I go home I can’t talk to my mommy because she’s hearing and
doesn’t know sign language.” So, I explained to the mother what her daughter
was feeling. Well, the mother, without telling her daughter, began sign language
class. Secretly, to surprise her daughter. On Sunday, she took her to church. In the
middle of the service, the mother signed the Lord’s Prayer with her daughter, for
the first time! Well, the girl comes running into class the next morning: “Guess
what? It’s a miracle! God cured my mommy’s hearing! Now, she’s deaf!” (They
laugh. LAURA crosses to ADAM.) Hey, didn’t you let Batman paint your face?
(20-21)
This interaction demonstrates two of Grech’s points. First, it relates how one’s religion is
socially significant because the child feels comfortable relating her religious beliefs to her
teacher and that the encounter had enough value that it was worth it for Laura to recount it to
others. This moment also demonstrates Grech’s point about how religion is central to a person’s
narrative. This young child obviously has heard before some variation that her deafness is God’s
will because only divine intervention can account for the sudden ability for her to be able to
communicate with her mother. The fact that the point is made from the perspective of a naive
child adds to this moment’s sentimentality. It is unfortunate that the moment is interrupted
because it prevents the audience from developing a deeper understanding of the adult character’s
reactions to Laura’s story.
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What makes this play unique in relationship to the others discussed is how Sally, Laura’s
mother, uses faith as a means to defend and justify her daughter’s and grandson’s inability to
hear. For her, it is God’s will that they are deaf, and no amount of scientific intervention ought to
subvert the will of God. Sally says this directly to Laura at Thanksgiving dinner when Dan has
stepped out of the room to give Adam a bath:
SALLY. Dan is working against the will of God. Only God knows what’s best. For all of
us. When we try to force our own personal will against the will of the Higher
Power, we fall. Like what Dan is doing now. He’s falling. (46)
Laura’s father, Max, relies on Sally’s religious beliefs to bolster and defend his ardent Deaf
pride. This is first alluded to at the end of his monologue in court:
MAX. (Another question.) No. I don’t think Dan’s a bad man. He’s a hearing man. He
thinks I’m a bigot. Prejudiced. I’m not. But, like most hearing people, he thought
a deaf person, if given the chance, would rather be hearing than deaf....The
majority assumes that each minority wants to be like them. But, as my wife says,
God made us all different for a reason. (29)
In a Variety article published 9 July 1997, Julio Martinez describes Laura’s parents having these
moral assumptions regarding disability: “Her parents, Max and Sally, are another matter entirely.
As created by Sachs and performed with riveting determination by Bernard Briggs and Freda
Norman (with seamless vocal interpretation by Bartlett and Elizabeth Barrett, respectively), Max
and Sally are macabre monuments to fear, hypocrisy, bigotry and outright deceit. . . .They
contend Adam’s loss of hearing is the will of God and that Dan is making a villainous attempt to
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strip their grandson of his true “culture.”51 Martinez’s observation of these two characters
demonstrates what Shaun Grech notes about the impact of religion and disability studies. These
two characters exemplify how faith and notions of morality affect one’s outlook.
The religious beliefs of Sally become motives for, and justifications of, Max’s sense of
Deaf superiority when he takes the lead to lie to Laura about her deafness. All of this comes to
fruition during the pivotal climatic argument between Laura and her parents as Laura defends her
husband.
LAURA. That’s why you focus on your Deafness—with a capital D! It keeps you
separate from the world, makes you different, and you think that gives you power!
MAX. Don’t you talk to me like that—
LAURA. The world is Us versus Them! That’s why Dan—and my marriage—scares the
shit out of you! Because my being deaf was never an issue with Dan, and you
don’t know what to do with that!
SALLY. THAT’S ENOUGH!
LAURA. You see yourself as a Deaf Man, instead of just as a man!
SALLY. LEAVE HIM ALONE!
LAURA. Let me ask you something. If you suddenly weren’t deaf, what would be left of
you? Who would you be? You only identify in terms of deaf and hearing! Even
me! Within my own community! Born deaf! Born deaf! As if that makes me more
deaf!
SALLY (to MAX). Tell her! Tell her!
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MAX. No!
SALLY (to MAX). Tell her! Now! The truth!
LAURA. Born deaf! Born deaf! Born deaf!
SALLY (exploding). YOU WEREN’T BORN DEAF!
MAX. NO! (He tries to physically stop from signing anything more, but:)
SALLY: You were born hearing! (Silence.)
LAURA (stunned). What? (Silence. LAURA looks to SALLY.) Is that true? (SALLY just
looks at her.) Is that true? (A pause.) (50-51)
Sally and Max’s desire to have a daughter that is like them, who could fully assimilate into the
Deaf community they are more familiar with leads them to manipulating their religious beliefs to
their advantage.
In the end, the differing perspectives of God’s will discussed in this play demonstrate
how polarized views grounded in faith and morality can be equally flawed in their
representations of the physically disabled community at large. As Grech notes, “Religions
remain critical sources of meaning influencing people’s views about the world and their role
within it.”52 The plays analyzed within this chapter have been examples of this. They have
showcased how faith defines one’s conceptions of morality and how these notions relate directly
to representations of physically disabled individuals.
As a result of the analysis of all the plays within this chapter, it is evident that the plays
that have utilized a moral representation of disability are, by and large, outdated. The question of
the impact of reproducing outdated representations of disability, to me, relies on whether those
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representations are situated in a specific period. It seems that only in those specific instances,
when it is readily understood by audience members that such representations are dated, that such
productions may be deemed acceptable. Ghosts, The Wild Duck, The Miracle Worker, and Sweet
Nothing in My Ear would appear to be such examples. The presentation of these characters
informs audiences in ways that allow them to be both immersed in the plight of the characters
and be objective witnesses to the subjected stereotyping of those with disabilities.
The continuation of physical difference as a manifestation of a character’s moral flaws
and foibles must be stopped. The two plays discussed within this chapter that do such things are
plays intended for children and young adults. Religion, faith, and morality are complex subjects,
and for these plays to conflate negative associations of physical disability and difference with sin
and immorality perpetuates the stigmatization of the greater disability community.
The moral model of disability has demonstrated the impact of individual and social
conceptions of faith. In the introduction, I made note about how pinpointing a definitive time
period for the moral model of disability was difficult. This is because faith is personal and is
directly tied to an individual’s ongoing circumstances. Society, too, demands that individuals
have a sense of right and wrong. Addressing the religious ties associated with the portrayal of
physical disabilities has demonstrated the complex relationships within an individual and their
family and how those perceptions also affect our society. This study has shown the difference
between reductive and complex representations of physical disability and morality. If
playwrights are to continue such representations and associations, the latter must be given
priority.
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Chapter 3: Medical Model
Previous chapters have discussed at length how disability has been utilized by
playwrights to a literary end. The first chapter analyzed the economics of disability, describing
the complex relationship between disabled individuals seeking economic self-sufficiency and the
financial struggles and prosperity within theatre communities from representations of physical
disabilities. The second chapter analyzed the moral representations of those that are physically
different. The second chapter focused primarily on the dramatic literature itself, which was a
deviation from the first chapter that discussed both literature and the theatre community at large.
If theatre is intended to be a “safe” means by which people have been and continue to be able to
look fixedly at people who are different, this chapter’s aim is to showcase how a medical point of
view has an impact on how theatre allows individuals to be seen and to see.
Colin Barnes gives an account of the transition from the economic proscriptions disabled
people faced to the medical profession’s qualifications of disability. Barnes first explains, “Prior
to the Lunacy Legislation of 1845, the certification of insanity was the responsibility of local lay
officials.”1 Barnes continues, “Once defined as mentally ill an individual could be detained on a
doctor’s recommendation and moved from one institution to another against his/her will. . . .
Hence, 1845 can be seen as the start of the medical profession’s subsequent domination of all
aspects of disability.”2 This, in turn, ushered in the beginning of the medical model of
categorization of the disabled. The first chapter recognized the onset of the medical model of
disability in the late nineteenth century, yet it focused on how theatre was a lucrative means to
garner charity for those who were disabled. These plays described from an ablest perspective the
Colin Barnes, “A Brief History of Discrimination and Disabled People," in The Disability Studies Reader, ed.
Lennard J. Davis, 3rd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2010), 25.
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economic implications of being a disabled person. Much of the beginnings of that chapter
focused on plays that portrayed the plight of disabled persons from the late nineteenth to the midtwentieth century. What this chapter seeks to demonstrate is how in theatre the period thereafter,
which is from the mid-twentieth century to the present, witnessed a categorization of disabled
characters according to the medical model.
The medical model of disability is best defined when Victoria Ann Lewis describes the
two major categorizations of disabled characters. Lewis states,
Under the so-called “medical model” the disabled person must either be charitably
removed from society (through institutionalization or in some cases death) or cure
themselves (or at least “pass” as cured). The “medical model” of disability added two
characters/scenarios to the disabled theatrical repertory: the heroic overcomer [sic] and
the heroic suicide.3
The “heroic suicide” scenario is best portrayed in the 1974 play Whose Life Is It Anyway? by
Brian Clark, and the “heroic overcomer” scenario is best portrayed in the 1958 play Sunrise at
Campobello by Dore Schary.
This model is the most disheartening because it is the most pervasive of the models of
disability in the ways in which it portrays in theatre the worst stereotypes and superstitions about
those living a life with a disability. The driving question for this chapter attempts to determine
how this model has come to affect how people view those who are “different” and the lasting
ramifications of this point of view. This chapter also seeks to find how and why society came to
this consensus that viewing people with disabilities as victims was beneficial to the status quo.
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Whose Life Is It Anyway? has an interesting production history. Its first incarnation was
as a televised play of the same name staring Ian McShane, which was later adapted to the stage
and premiered in London at the Mermaid Theatre in 1974. It premiered on Broadway 17 April
1979 at the Trafalgar Theatre in New York with Tom Conti as Ken Harrison, Jean Marsh as Dr.
Scott, Philip Bosco as Dr. Emerson, and Beverly May as Sister Anderson. During the 1979
theatre award season, the play garnered many awards for Tom Conti, as well as Tony
nominations for both the Best Direction of a Play (Michael Lindsay-Hogg) and Best Play.4 Tom
Conti won the Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Actor in a Play, an Outer Critics Circle
Award for Outstanding Performance, and a Tony Award for Best Actor in a Play.
The play was revived the following year at the Royale Theatre in New York on 24
February 1980 with Mary Tyler Moore as Claire Harrison, James Naughton as Dr. David Scott,
Josef Sommer as Dr. Michael Emerson, and Beverly May as Nurse Anderson. During award
season that year, Mary Tyler Moore won the Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Actress in a
Play and a special Tony award.5
The most notable difference between the various productions is how Brian Clark rewrote
the play, switching the genders of the protagonist and antagonist. In some productions, such as
the London premiere and the Broadway premiere, the protagonist is Ken Harrison and the
antagonist is a female Dr. Joan Scott, whereas in later productions, such as the Broadway revival,
Ken has become Claire Harrison and Dr. Scott is now Dr. David Scott, a male physician.

“Whose Life Is It Anyway?” Trafalgar Theatre production, Playbill Vault, Playbill.com, accessed 29 February
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For those altogether unfamiliar, Clark’s Whose Life Is It Anyway? tells the story of
Ken/Claire Harrison’s struggle to demand his/her right to die.6 A quadriplegic after a car
accident, Harrison has urges to commit suicide after spending months in the hospital. Yet, there
is more to this play then just the horrific notion that death is better than a life lived as a
quadriplegic. Additionally, this play prompts discussion about how sex and sexualized behavior
are used as asserting power by men and women both disabled and nondisabled individuals alike.
The following analysis of these two versions of the play will focus in greater detail about
points where Clark highlights the struggle regarding representations and use of sex as modes of
gaining and retaining power, a detailed script analysis of the impact that gender swapping the
main characters has on key moments in each play, and the stigmas surrounding disability
between physically disabled individuals, medical professionals, and society at large. Due to the
detailed nature of a comparative analysis such as this, it is best to present these arguments as they
appear over the course of the play in lieu of organizing the discussion thematically. This will
ensure that continuity of the basic events of the play is maintained as they unfold and
demonstrate the complexity of the play itself. Following this analysis, I will discuss how a 2005
revival production of play in London was received to determine the validity of Victoria Ann
Lewis’s assessment that this play should not be reproduced.
Within a couple of lines at the beginning of the play, it is apparent the differences
between how Clark addresses the sexualized banter between his male versus female protagonists.
Hanna Scolnicov conducted an interview with Brian Clark discussing the differences between
the two scripts. Scolnicov acknowledges how Clark felt that creating a female main character
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from a male character would help be a “modest contribution to the feminist cause.”7 Clark
continued by mentioning the universality of the themes in the play and how those supersede the
changing of the protagonists’ gender. Scolnicov includes the following quote by Clark:
The point of the play is that it is a play about a person. The gender of the person is really
unimportant. That, of course, is a political statement, in terms of a world where women
are often second-class citizens. So by changing it to a woman that makes that statement,
saying, look the play is exactly the same, the issues are the same.8
I would contend that by changing the gender of the protagonist, Clark is not making the same
statement; the issues are not the same, and it is apparent from the onset of the play.9 In the
original version with the male protagonist, Ken Harrison makes two short snide comments. The
play begins with Sister Anderson, the ward sister, and Kay, the student nurse, entering in to
arrange Ken Harrison from a sleeping position to one for day time. When Clark rewrote the
script to have the female protagonist, he extended the sexualized banter and made it more
specific. As a recently able-bodied individual, Harrison exemplifies Siebers’s following
statement:
The ideology of ability represents the able body as the baseline of humanness. Absence
of ability or lesser ability, according to this ideology, marks a person as less than human.

Hanna Scolnicov, “Whose Life Is It Anyway? in London and on Broadway: A Contrastive Analysis of the British
and American Versions of Brain Clark’s Play,” in The Play Out of Context: Transferring Plays from Culture to
Culture, eds. Hanna Scolnicov and Peter Holland (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 216.
7

8

Scolnicov, 217.

9

See Appendix A for the 1974 version with Ken Harrison and Appendix B for the same scene from the 1981 version
with Claire Harrison.

102

The preference for ability permeates nearly every value in human culture, including the
ability to have sex. In fact, sex may be the privileged domain of ability.10
Clark’s dialogue for Harrison establishes the assumption that disabled people are not held to the
same standard as able-bodied people. Technically, Claire’s and Ken’s comments throughout this
opening dialogue would be considered sexual harassment today and would not be tolerated by
the medical staff. While Ken’s dialogue is not as extensive as the revised scene with Claire, he
makes what would now be considered a very inappropriate comment about assuming a female
should feel safe in his presence despite his sexualized comment. The assumption on Harrison’s
part is that just because they are disabled they are permitted different allowances in what is
considered to be appropriate social decorum. Clark’s willingness to set dialogue like this from
the onset of the play is detrimental to disabled people and able-bodied people alike because it
perpetuates unnecessary and inaccurate distinctions about what is socially permissible between
various levels of ability. Perhaps Clark could have included such dialogue as a means to call
attention to the subtle ways in which able-bodied people make excuses for disabled individuals
driven by their pity for the disabled person’s given circumstances.
Clark’s Whose Life Is It Anyway? not only raises awareness about subtle ablest double
standards regarding differences when addressing sex, but also addresses other contradictions
when disabled individuals encounter those in the medical field. Siebers describes it best when
discussing how people with disabilities navigate with medical professionals the distinctions
between what is considered private and public:
This medical zone of publicness [sic] replaces for people with disabilities everything
formerly considered private. It engulfs them in an invasive and discriminatory space
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where they are viewed exclusively as medical subjects and the most casual stranger feels
empowered to touch them, to comment on their disability, and to offer medical advice or
clarity.11
Interactions between Harrison and the orderly, John, demonstrate Siebers’s point. John, a
stranger to Harrison, feels empowered to touch them, comments on their disability, and offers
unsolicited opinions about Harrison’s condition.
John demonstrates his commentary on Harrison’s disability when they first meet. When
Harrison questions what came of the former orderly, John tells about a change in staffing
because the person in question has gotten married.12 In both instances, Harrison feels compelled
to apologize for feeling envious of another person’s situation after being admonished by John.
This notion reflects an ablest perspective that disabled people aren’t “allowed” to feel bad or pity
their own situation. It harks to the idea of the “heroic overcomer,” which will be discussed in
greater detail later in this chapter in relationship to Sunrise at Campobello. Given all the points
to unpack in this play, this instance is small in comparison, yet it is significant that Clark
includes it because it reflects a disingenuous bias against disabled individuals.
Clark presents two controversial moments in the Claire Harrison version when he has
Claire interact with the orderly, John. In the first instance, Claire is discussing his hobbies
outside of work and he indicates he is in a punk band and plays the xylophone. The scene
transpires as such:
CLAIRE. Punk xylophone…I uh…well, I can’t imagine that.
JOHN. Why not? (He puts down his mop and striking CLAIRE very lightly up and down
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her body like a xylophone, sings a typical punk rock tune, moving rhythmically to
the music. CLAIRE is delighted.)13
Not only does this interaction demonstrate Siebers’s initial assessment that people feel compelled
to think they may touch a person without permission, but also it goes further to Siebers’s point
that disabled women tend to be more vulnerable in medical situations. Siebers states,
It is puzzling that paralyzed women are especially vulnerable, given that disabled women
are not considered sexually attractive by mainstream society, until a closer look is given
to the conditions of abuse. A woman unable to leave her bed is a woman always in bed,
and conventionally a bed is a sexual site. Paralysis is also pictured easily as sexual
passivity or receptiveness—an invitation to sexual predictors, since the erotic imagination
thrives on cliché positions and gestures.14
Claire has not invited the touching of her body by John. Yet, one presumes that the first instance
is considered acceptable given the stage notes from their first interaction. What seems to make
the entire situation more despicable is the contrast between how Clark originally wrote the scene
with a male protagonist. The Ken version transpires where he invites John to touch him:
KEN. That’s great…Really great…I like steel bands…There’s something fascinating
about using oil drums—making something out of scrap…Why not try knocking a
tune out of me?
JOHN. Why not, man!
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(He puts down his razor and, striking KEN lightly up and down his body like a
xylophone, sings a typical steel band tune, moving rhythmically to the music. KEN is
delighted. DR. SCOTT comes in. JOHN stops.) (174, 10).
The fact that Clark seems to have capitalized on the vulnerability of disabled women in this
revised version is unsettling, and it will become more so when this discussion reaches the end of
act 1.
This inappropriate moment with John is interrupted by a visit from Dr. Scott, Harrison’s
physician. The interaction that follows between Harrison and Dr. Scott initiates the main point of
the play—the play’s leading question, “whose life is it anyway?—that is, the struggle to
determine who is in charge between physically disabled individuals and medical professionals.
Over the course of several short scenes, doctors determine that Harrison is depressed and needs a
higher dose of medication to subdue his stress.
In their initial conversation, Harrison’s self-deprecating wit leads Dr. Scott to believe that
Harrison is depressed. At no point does Dr. Scott confer with Harrison about their mental wellbeing; instead, Dr. Scott simply instructs the head nurse that Harrison will need a larger dose of
sedatives in order to come to terms with their current level of physical ability. This scene is
followed shortly thereafter by a conversation between Harrison, Dr. Scott, and Dr. Emerson, the
medical director. The first takes place with Dr. Emerson speaking with Harrison about the reality
of their condition and Dr. Emerson’s confirmation with Dr. Scott to increase Harrison’s
depression medication. 15 While Clark seems to have Ken take all of the information that Dr.
Emerson is saying in stride, when the play was revised, Claire’s reaction to Dr. Emerson’s
remarks are passive aggressively snide, with Claire frequently responding “good, good” or “Oh,
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yes, what a good idea. I wish I’d thought of that” (1981, 15).16 This scene sets up the next where
Harrison is arguing with Dr. Scott about how relying on depression medication is a sad attempt
by medical professionals to show genuine sympathy for their patients’ conditions. Both versions
begin with Harrison teasing Dr. Scott for performing basic nursing tasks followed by Harrison
addressing the reality of the situation.17 When Dr. Scott goes to Dr. Emerson after Harrison has
successfully convinced them that sedation is not the answer, Dr. Emerson takes charge.18 These
quick scene exchanges are important because they demonstrate the reality between medical
professionals and patients—the struggle to determine who has the final input on a person’s
medical care. Clark artfully addresses this with biting wit and sarcasm by Harrison, feigned
sympathy by Dr. Emerson, and genuine indecision by Dr. Scott. No matter, it is Dr. Emerson
who prevails by forcibly administering the anti-depressant to a patient incapable of defending
oneself.
All this back and forth between the doctors and Harrison demonstrates Siebers’s
assessment of the medical model of disability. As Siebers states, “The medical model thrives by
sustaining an essential difference between nondisabled and disabled people, defining disability
not as a flourishing of biological diversity but as an individual defect that medical professionals
cure or eradicate in order to restore a person to the superior state of health required by the
ideology of ability.”19 Dr. Emerson summarizes this notion best when speaking privately to Dr.
Scott:
DR. EMERSON. …We must help him now to turn his mind to the real problem he has.
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We must help him to an acceptance of his condition. Only then will his full
consciousness be any use to him at all. (1974, 25)
This scenario exemplifies Siebers’s assessment about how the medical model flourishes despite
its obvious flawed notion that individuals must be placed on some imaginary scale that compares
relative mobility. Dr. Emerson is determined to “fix” Harrison, and since Harrison’s physical
mobility is unable to be “corrected,” he then looks to Harrison’s mental acumen.
The discussion about how Dr. Emerson and Dr. Scott address Harrison’s coming to terms
with their disability leads into Mrs. Boyle’s role as a medical social worker. For Dr. Emerson
and Dr. Scott, depression and becoming disabled are confounded because of their assumption
that there is no alternative for finding fulfillment in life as a recently disabled individual than to
be medicated into acceptance, whereas Mrs. Boyle’s approach attempts to suggest all of the ways
in which Harrison can cope with their differing abilities.20 What we find in this scene is that Mrs.
Boyle’s attempts at being helpful are shallow, focusing on the generalized nature of her
sentiments and the fact that she doesn’t specifically respond to Harrison’s concerns. This appears
to be more of an issue with the playwriting than anything about the situation itself. F. D. Reeve,
Christopher Reeve’s father, discusses at length about stereotyping in his essay “Relatively
Disabled” about the role of caregivers of those who are disabled:
That said, it’s easier to stereotype than to maintain a minute-by-minute
consciousness of the interplay of complex personalities in demanding situations. In fact,
no one can sustain complex awareness of psychological nuance on a minute-by-minute
basis: it’s emotionally impossible. Literary and dramatic works at their finest express the
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subtle acumen of intense consciousness, but they also present stereotypes, for not even
the finest of novelists or playwrights can develop all their characters simultaneously. 21
Mrs. Boyle is a placeholder, a replaceable figure for Harrison to take out all their frustrations
about how they feel they are being mistreated. This character, for Clark, is a stereotype of a
social worker. Mrs. Boyle is the worst representation of her field of work. Reeve explains that
this is natural in literature because it would be too difficult for Clark to go into the minute-byminute details of how exactly Harrison is supposed to address this new way of life. For Clark, it
defeats the purpose of the script to have Mrs. Boyle be compassionate, personal, and specific.
Instead, Clark needs a character that will help reinforce the negative views Harrison has
developed over the course of the play. In this way, Reeve is correct because Clark has
demonstrated that it is too difficult to develop Mrs. Boyle’s character in order to demonstrate the
complexity of showcasing the reality of her role in relation to Harrison’s circumstances.
Up to this point in the analysis of this play, Brian Clark’s Whose Life Is It Anyway? has
demonstrated a range of topics affecting disabled individuals, and we are still discussing the first
act of the play. Act 1 concludes with multiple scenarios depicting the struggle regarding
representations and use of sexualized dialogue and behavior as modes of gaining and retaining
power. These scenes are important because of how they present the subtle stigmas faced by
disabled individuals.
One scene where sexualized banter is used to demonstrate unfair perceptions of sexuality
regarding disabled people occurs towards the end of act 1 between Harrison and Dr. Scott.
Harrison has just overcome breathing troubles after getting into a heated conversation with the
medical social worker, Mrs. Boyle. Dr. Scott has been asked to come by and check in on
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Harrison.22 There are multiple points to unpack from each of these scenes to demonstrate how
disability and gender are directly and indirectly represented.
First, we will address how disability is represented. In that regard, these scenes exemplify
Shildrick’s following claim:
While loving and caring relationships involving disability on one or both sides are
usually—though not always—approved and recognized, and functional sex may be
reluctantly admitted by the non-disabled majority and increasingly claimed by those who
are disabled, the real problem lies in the widespread disbelief or denial that sexual
pleasure could be any part of such relationships, still less that desire could be valued for
its own sake. It is where the sexual intention concerns not the goal of reproduction, but
the expression of desire as such, that the disqualification of disabled people from the
discourse of pleasure is at its most acute—an absence that can be as marked in the
disability activist agenda as in mainstream concerns.23
From this perspective, it is possible to see how Brian Clark’s dialogue of sexual banter
exemplifies an ablest bias that undermines the very disabled individual the play is supposed to be
representing. Clark does this by first having his protagonist instigate sexualized conversation
directly, as is evidence of the remarks about breasts at the beginning of the quoted material,
which provide the necessary reasoning for Harrison to admit they still retain a sense of desire. As
Claire puts it, “You haven’t ‘provoked’ me, as you put it, but you are a man and even though
I’ve no feeling in my body I still have a woman’s mind” (1981, 34), whereas Ken more crudely
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states, “You haven’t ‘provoked’ me as you put it, but you are a woman and even though I’ve
only a piece of knotted string between my legs, I still have a man’s mind” (1974, 38). Yet, Clark
ends each moment with Harrison asking Dr. Scott, an able-bodied doctor, if Dr. Scott finds their
tremendous sexual desire disgusting, to which Dr. Scott replies that while not pathetic, it is sad
(1974, 38; 1981, 34).
Here Clark has presented a complicated scenario for audiences to mull over. Clark
demonstrates that disabled people are capable of sexual pleasure and desire by showing how a
once able-bodied individual, Harrison, is expressing how they still retain sexual desires after
becoming disabled. Yet, Clark immediately invalidates that desire by the first able-bodied
person, Dr. Scott, with whom Harrison comes in contact. This also exemplifies Siebers’s
assessment: “One of the chief stereotypes oppressing disabled people is the myth that they do not
experience sexual feelings or that they do not have or want to have sex—in short, that they do
not have a sexual culture.”24 And just as Shildrick pointed out, Harrison has had their sexuality
disqualified merely because they are disabled. It is unclear if Clark is presenting this moment as
a means of addressing the inherent stereotype against disabled people or if he is falling prey to an
ablest perspective since the moment abruptly ends and the conversation in both versions quickly
shifts to another topic. My conjecture is that due to the intimate nature of the conversation
between the two characters, Clark does not seem to be calling attention to Dr. Scott’s obviously
dismissive and demeaning statement as representative microcosm against other disabled
individuals. Instead, it appears that this scene is reinforcing the stereotype because Clark
continues to use sexualized banter by his protagonists at this point in the play. If Harrison’s
dialogue hadn’t been as inappropriate prior to this moment, then Dr. Scott’s “sad” statement
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would appear to be against the ablest stereotype; however, Harrison’s prior dialogue leading up
to this scene reinforces such stereotypes.
In both versions, Harrison trivializes sex to retain a sense of power. The scene begins
with Harrison instigating sexualized banter with Dr. Scott, and it ends with Harrison circling
back to that same tactic at the end of their conversation:
DR. SCOTT. I must go now. I was halfway through Mr. Patel. (She walks to the door.)
KEN. I thought you were just passing. Oh, Doctor…one more thing…
DR. SCOTT. Yes?
KEN. You still have lovely breasts.
(She smiles and goes out into the SISTER’S office….) (1974, 39).
Similarly, in the 1981 version:
DR. SCOTT. I have to go now. I was halfway through Mr. Henry.
CLAIRE. Oh, really? I thought you were just passing. (DR. SCOTT walks to the door. As
if starting a new conversation:) Oh, Doc?
DR. SCOTT. Yes?
CLAIRE. Do you like my breasts?
DR. SCOTT (smiling). Yes.
CLAIRE. That wasn’t so hard, was it? (1981, 35)
Shildrick addresses the complicated dynamic of acknowledging and facilitating sexual desire
among disabled persons. She writes, “The relationship of power between the two parties [i.e.,
disabled person as employer and caregiver as employee] is by no means straightforward,
particularly when the one who is the employer is also the one requiring services that implicitly

112

contest the socio-cultural normativities [sic] of sexual exchange.”25 In the middle of their
conversation, Clark attempted to have Harrison retain some semblance of power over their
sexual desires; that power was initially revoked by Dr. Scott, thus crippling Harrison anew.
However, by the end of the scene, Harrison regains power by bringing sex back as the last word
in the conversation.
Circling back to the discussion regarding John and his behavior toward Harrison, act 1
closes with John entering Harrison’s room. In both versions, the second instance of an invasion
of Harrison’s private space occurs when John enters Harrison’s room and touches their body in
the same fashion as before, but this instance is more impactful because it is without them
knowing because they are asleep. In this second instance, the stage notes indicate the action:
(CROSSFADE on KEN’s room. JOHN goes in to empty the rubbish. He taps KEN lightly
as if to repeat the steel band game, but KEN is asleep.)
JOHN. Ping-pong…You poor bastard. (He leaves.) (1974, 41)
The Claire version:
(JOHN goes into Claire’s room to empty rubbish and repeats a couple of notes of his
xylophone routine. CLAIRE is asleep.)
JOHN. Tough break! (He exits.) (1981, 37)
Each demonstrates the profound lack of privacy disabled individuals encounter in medical
facilities. Siebers points this out when he writes, “It is as if sick or disabled individuals surrender
the right to privacy in exchange for medical care, even though caregivers work for them.”26 I
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would contend that the sexual assault itself, that is, the unknowing and unwanted touch by John,
exemplifies the final breach of privacy for Harrison.
Act 2 largely focuses on the themes of how those with physical disabilities and those in
the medical profession clash in addition to the introduction of the legality of the right to die.
Much of the ground work for the comparative analysis ends as much of the second act is largely
the same albeit for the necessary gender swapping of characters to maintain continuity between
scripts. What remains is how Clark addresses the medical model’s notion of the “heroic suicide.”
During the trial to demand their release from the hospital, Harrison tells the judge they
are dead already. Furthermore, they contend, “Any reasonable definition of life must include the
idea of its being self-supporting” (1974, 78; 1981, 72). All they demand from the court is to be
released from the hospital. The twisted reality is that what they are requesting is not only release
from the hospital, but also release from all the medical equipment that is keeping them alive.
They are fully aware that it is their decision to choose to purchase the necessary medical supplies
to maintain life or to move into a long-term care facility. When the judge upholds their request
for release, Dr. Emerson tells them they may stay in the hospital, at which point they will stop
treatment and cease feeding them. He portends, “You’ll be unconscious in three days, dead in six
at most” (1974, 82; 1981, 75). Dr. Emerson indicates in the last remaining lines of the play that
he is willing to allow them to stay in the hospital, expressing his hope that Harrison may change
their mind. Claire responds to Dr. Emerson, “I won’t. But thank you” (1981, 75). Lewis astutely
states, “The argument of the play clearly points to suicide as the noble course of action for one
who is severely disabled.”27 Like all the other contentious moments for discussion in the play,
this scene ends abruptly. The play ends with Harrison being reluctantly assisted to their death.
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What has come of this thorough comparative analysis is that Brian Clark hasn’t
successfully demonstrated how disabled individuals can find happiness and fulfillment in life.
This discussion showcased how sexualized banter between these main characters shouldn’t be
limited to reflecting on the impact between disabled and nondisabled perspectives. These
discussions regarding sexualized conversations and behavior lead into the analysis of discussion
regarding how this play considered the differences between the behavior of the main character as
a male and as a female. While there were many snippets that could have been highlighted
between the two plays, without belaboring the point, the three most egregious instances occurred
when Harrison interacts with a student nurse, the orderly John, and the social worker Mrs. Boyle.
What this analysis showed is that Brian Clark created a masterful work for all the wrong reasons;
that is, he repeatedly highlighted the various ways in which those with physical disabilities can
be intentionally and unintentionally discriminated against. From the overarching sentiment of the
heroic suicide to the struggle those with disabilities find themselves in when interacting with
medical professionals, it is clear that Whose Life Is It Anyway? is a play that may have been
intended to empower those with physical disabilities but falls disastrously short. Instead, it stands
as a stark reminder of the subtle prejudices nondisabled individuals have of those who are
disabled as well as the pervasive injustices depicted of disabled individuals in the medical model
of disability.
Given the conflicting nature of this play, it is surprising that it would be reproduced some
forty-five years later at the Comedy Theatre in London staring Kim Cattrall. Many critics praised
Cattrall for her British theatre debut as Claire Harrison in this 2005 production, yet the
production seemed more of a success because of the celebrity and success of her role on the
HBO series Sex in the City than on the value of the play itself. Most critics pointed out the witty
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and over-sexualized nature between Brain Clark’s character Claire and Cattrall’s Sex and the
City character, Samantha, presumably in an effort to spark interest from the throngs of Sex and
the City television series fans.28 Paul Taylor’s review sums up the shortcomings of the play and
its production when he writes, “But Hall’s production does contain some dreadfully overinsistent performances. And it can’t disguise the fact that there’s not enough texture or variation
of atmosphere in this relentlessly talkative, admirably humane, and artistically not very
distinguished drama.”29 So it seems that Brian Clark’s best efforts may have been in vain with
the remounting of this play. Janet Maslin’s 1981 New York Times review of the film adaptation
staring Richard Dreyfuss seems to summarize this play best, stating, “‘Whose Life Is It Anyway?’
remains an ambitious but largely uneventful work, held together chiefly by the wit and animation
Mr. Dreyfuss brings to his role.”30 It seems only appropriate that the only remarkable thing to say
about this play is the performer playing the role of Harrison. The fact that this appears to be the
underlying agreement about productions of this play is unsettling. A production that relies on its
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lead performer to play a disabled character falls into the realm of debate regarding able-bodied
performers playing disabled characters as a means to some award-winning end. When this topic
was covered in the first chapter, it was discussed how disingenuous and contentious such
performances are because they rely on tropes about physical disabilities to some financial end.
This appears to be yet another reason for discontinuing a performance such as this.
The driving question for this part of the chapter has attempted to determine how the
medical model has come to affect how people view those who are “different” and the lasting
ramifications of this point of view. Lionel Warner discusses in “Damaging Mythology” British
school students’ reactions to Clark’s play.31 Warner describes how after studying a sample of
examination scripts from students that had studied the play at length, he determined that “student
responses to Ken could be broadly place in three categories, which I called hero, pathos, and
critique.”32 Warner goes onto to explain how “some responses were centred [sic] on admiration
for Ken, others on sympathy and pity for him, and yet others on a sense that the play might be
expressing some criticisms of the medical and perhaps legal professions via their dealing with
him.”33 Despite the plethora of discussion topics Clark presents in Whose Life Is It Anyway? (his
inability to follow through with these contentious debatable topics, his reliance on conflating
“two time-tested genres: the disability play and the courtroom drama,”34 and the outdated notion
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of the “heroic suicide,” that is, a life lived with a severe physical disability is no life worth
living), these are emphatic reasons supporting Victoria Ann Lewis’s assessment that the play
should stop being produced. Yet, Warner concludes there are redeeming lessons found by
students from his surveying of reports he found on United Kingdom examination boards’
websites. He concludes his section on Whose Life Is It Anyway? stating, “The impression of
students’ work on this play derived from what they are taught and what they say in exams is that
stereotyping is being challenged rather than reinforced.”35 For this reason, it appears that the
damning qualities of this play are also its redeeming ones. A compromise might be made
regarding Clark’s work in that productions of this play are limited to those corresponding with an
academic study of the text where ample time is spent analyzing the play, in addition to guided,
detailed discussions that situate the various contentious elements of the script into focus. In this
way, the negative attributes are balanced out with critical discussion and the positive elements
that the play does provide—addressing the sexual exploitation of disabled individuals, the right
of medical choice of all individuals, bias held by medical professionals, to name a few—continue
to be addressed in mainstream society.
It may be of comfort to some that students that are studying plays representative of the
“heroic suicide” found in the medical model of disability redeeming qualities within such works
that are overwhelmingly criticized by disability scholars. This convoluted perspective of finding
positive attributes in resoundingly negative portrayals of physical disability isn’t limited to the
“heroic suicide” trope; it also can be found in the “heroic overcomer” trope. Victoria Ann Lewis
states, “The seductive plot possibilities of the medical model, with its emphasis on a bodily
transformation accomplished by an isolated effort of will, are irresistible in creating conventional
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dramatic structure.”36 Such a conventional dramatic structure can be found studying Dore
Schary’s 1958 play Sunrise at Campobello.
Isadore “Dore” Schary was an MGM film director and executive producer of the studio’s
B-film unit for more than twenty years before being fired. According to Norden, “Schary, a wellknown Rooseveltian [sic] dedicated to liberal causes, would return repeatedly to the concept of
treating characters with physical disabilities as heroes.”37 This steadfast wheelhouse of writing
inspiration and his new found unemployment sent Schary back to the East Coast where he began
work on Sunrise at Campobello which “examined a three-year period in the life of Franklin
Roosevelt that commenced with the onset of his paralysis and ended triumphantly with his
appearance before the 1924 Democratic national convention [sic].”38
Sunrise at Campobello premiered at the Cort Theatre in New York on 30 January 1958
with Vincent J. Donehouse directing, most notably Ralph Bellamy as Franklin Delano Roosevelt
(FDR), Mary Fickett as Eleanor Roosevelt, FDR’s children Anna, Franklin Jr., Jimmy, Elliot,
and Johnny played by Roni Dengel, Kenneth Kakos, James Bonnet, Perry Skaar, and Jeffrey
Rowland, respectively. FDR’s butler, Edward, and maid, Marie, were played by James Earl
Jones, in his Broadway debut, and Ethel Everett. FDR’s secretary, Miss Marguerite “Missy”
LeHand, was played by Mary Welch, and Henry Jones played Louis McHenry Howe, FDR’s
close friend and political advisor. The play was a huge success, winning Henry Jones an Outer
Critics Circle Award for Outstanding Actor in a Play and a Tony for Best Featured Actor in a
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Play. 39 In 1958, Sunrise at Campobello also won the Tony for Best Play, Vincent Donehue won
the Tony for Best Direction, Ralph Bellamy won a Tony for Best Actor in a Play, while Mary
Fickett was nominated for Best Featured Actress in a Play.40
Victoria Ann Lewis describes how Schary’s depiction of polio-stricken Franklin Delano
Roosevelt demonstrates the “heroic overcomer” through FDR’s determination to walk, revealed
in what Lewis describes as the “wheelchair-that-climbed-Mount-Everest” scenario.41 The
particular impact of the “heroic overcomer” trope as it relates to FDR is most notable in the way
it helped shape a new perspective for how the public in the late 1950s viewed disability. Seeing
this production provided a clear picture of the great lengths that the Roosevelt family and his
political staff went through to hide his partial paralysis. It is important to frame the analysis of
this play in its historical context both when it was set in the 1920s and the year it was produced,
1958, in order to show how powerful and detrimental the “heroic overcomer” is within the
medical model of disability studies. Next, this analysis will focus on the role of pathos in
depictions of physical disability in the theatre. The Sunrise at Campobello analysis will conclude
with addressing one of the overarching questions of this chapter—how does the perspective of
viewing people with physical disabilities as victims benefit the status quo? Furthermore, it will
show how this play contributes to such a perspective.
The historical context of the plot and production of Sunrise at Campobello is significant
in how it reflects the trajectory of society’s views and understanding of those that are physically
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disabled. The play begins in the late summer on10 August 1921 when FDR begins to show
symptoms of infantile paralysis and spans the three years leading up to his speech on 26 June
1924 at the Democratic National Convention. During this period in American history, Kim
Nielson reflects upon the restrictive immigration laws in America, stating, “Ableism and a desire
for a specific form of American bodies motivated the deportation of many potential
immigrants.”42 She goes on to explain, “In an era of US imperialism abroad, the supposedly
inferior peoples at home, epileptics and the feeble-minded, remained segregated within their own
geographical places, literally called a colony, and removed from larger society.”43 Nielson’s
accounts of disability history in the United States provide the necessary scope and context for
understanding the social stigma faced by those with disabilities. She writes of the impact of
polio: “Polio hit the United States very late in the nineteenth century. The 1916 epidemic, the
first large epidemic, included an estimated twenty-seven thousand cases and six thousand deaths.
Polio, also called infantile paralysis and poliomyelitis, is a virus that attacks the central nervous
system. Now eradicated in the United States, polio once resulted in widespread fears and
quarantines.”44 If it weren’t for his economic status, FDR wouldn’t have been able to afford the
variety and types of treatments available to him. In his essay describing the unique relationship
that FDR had with renowned physician George Draper, Curtis Hart writes, “Because Roosevelt
was among the social and moneyed elite he could afford the best and got it including superior
physiotherapy. …Then, as now, access and affordability along with quality were crucial for
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optimal health care.”45 When describing FDR’s condition, Hart explains that vaccines for polio
weren’t developed until the 1950s.46 The years of delay in medical advancements led to many
failed attempts for treatment. Hart explains, “Because he [FDR] had seen so many errors and
missteps in his own treatment, he had grown suspicious of the medical profession who
apparently possessed few answers to his and others’ conditions.”47 Given the bleak reality of
those with disabilities, it is not surprising the lengths with which the Roosevelt family went to
conceal his impairment. Understanding their reasoning for hiding FDR’s paralysis from
mainstream society doesn’t justify these actions, but it does establish the context necessary to see
how the “heroic overcomer” trope came into being.
The late 1950s may have ushered in advancements in medicine, such as the polio vaccine,
but views toward the physically disabled were still evolving. Nielson describes succinctly the
time period between the play’s plot and its production:
In the decades immediately following World War II, the ideology and language of rights,
discrimination, and citizenship increasingly dominated discussions of disability. In
disability organizations, in religious institutions, in labor unions, people with disabilities
increasingly rejected the idea that they had either to adapt to or withdraw from society.
Instead, they argued, ableist ideologies that viewed people with disabilities as inherently
undesirable and deficient, and that underlay social policy, employment practices,
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architecture, cultural attitudes, and education, needed to change. Prejudice and
discrimination was not acceptable.48
Disabled individuals felt empowered to resist the reigning stigmatization surrounding their
disabilities, and their efforts led to major changes. Paul Longmore recounts, “During that era
[around World War II], those [disability related] issues became central and pressing in every
institution, in every sphere of American life. Both the U.S. Congress and virtually all of the state
legislatures adopted extensive legislation regarding citizens with disabilities. They passed laws
pertaining to everything from access to public accommodations, education to employment, and
health care to welfare.”49 It is no wonder that Sunrise at Campobello, a sentimental historical
drama recounting FDR’s “triumph” over his paralysis, was a Broadway hit in 1958.
Capitalizing on the nation’s triumphant sense of positive change and hope for those with
disabilities, it follows that Schary would utilize similar swells of emotional resilience and
positivity throughout the play. The role of pathos is important in how it relates to portraying
characters with physical disabilities. I discussed at length in the first chapter how audiences’ pity
for physically disabled characters galvanized ticket sales and supported disabled individuals and
institutions. This uplifting perspective leads to unrealistic depictions of physically disabled
characters when examined from the medical model of disability. Victoria Ann Lewis explains
how in “overcomer” narratives the protagonist’s battle is seen as an act of will that must be
surmounted.50 Despite the fact that such portrayals are detrimental to the reality of living with a
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physical impairment, a character’s sheer will and emotional fortitude is praised while feelings of
distress and pity are quickly extinguished by anyone when they arise.
No sooner than when FDR feels the onset symptoms of polio does the playwright begin
squashing any scared or doubtful sentiments of characters within the play, even from FDR’s
children. At the beginning of act 1, scene 2, Louis Howe confronts FDR’s eldest son, Jimmy, on
the stairs:
JIMMY. Can I see him?
HOWE. No…in a couple days.
JIMMY. We’re all a little scared.
HOWE. (In a reprimanding tone.) Well your father isn’t and he wouldn’t want you to be,
Jim.
JIMMY. I’ll try. I’d feel better if I knew what was going on, (Crosses c.) but I don’t want
to bother Mother.
HOWE. That’s right. She’s had enough to do for the past three weeks.
JIMMY. But—
HOWE. But what?
JIMMY. Sometimes I get frightened. So does Anna.
HOWE. Well stop being frightened. Those germs never ran into anybody as tough as
your father. They’ll be yelling for help by the time he gets through with them. 51
James “Jimmy” Roosevelt was born 23 December 1907, putting him a few months shy of his
fourteenth birthday in this scene where Louis Howe insists he alter his emotional reaction to his
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father’s unknown medical condition. The children aren’t the only characters depicted as having
doubts about FDR’s well-being.
Others also confined their worries about his ability to continue on with his career. When
Missy and Howe discuss the logistics of covering up FDR’s condition, Missy confesses the pity
she feels for her boss:
MISSY. (Crosses D.R.C.) Well, when do we break the story that the boss has infantile?
HOWE. (Crosses D.R.) (Takes news release from pocket.) Later. After we get him to
New York. Some time tomorrow. “After thorough examinations, doctors today
revealed Franklin D. Roosevelt recently suffered from a mild attack of infantile
paralysis. His legs are temporarily affected but it is anticipated he will have a
complete recovery.”
MISSY. Well, here’s a gay little news item.
HOWE. Missy, where are those usual radiantly hopeful thoughts?
MISSY. (D.L., sits.) Louie—I’ve been here for two weeks taking dictation and trying to
act like he does, as if nothing is the matter. Sometimes it seems like a sad and
foolish game.
HOWE. (Crosses, D.R.) Missy.
MISSY. I’m sorry. He lies there rattling on with plans for business conferences and
meetings. Overhaul the Democratic party, select the candidates for twenty-two
and twenty-four, organize this charity, and reorganize that. (Rises, crosses D.R.) I
listen with wonder and want to cry.
HOWE. (Crosses to Missy.) Now listen to me. Maybe he doesn’t mean one word of what
he’s planning or trying to do. But he wants us to believe it. So, believe.
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MISSY. Yes, Louie. (30-31)
This scene demonstrates the lengths with which FDR’s closest confidants went to ensure he be
surrounded by positivity and strength. Later in act 1, scene 3, the morning that FDR is to make
his first public appearance after the onset of his paralysis, FDR is jovial and matter of fact when
it comes to his circumstances. When he is brought in on a stretcher, he jokes “I tell you, there’s
no other way to travel,” after which he matter-of-factly works with his assistant to rearrange his
speaking schedule to accommodate his disability (34). For Schary, FDR’s temperament and
fortitude acted as an example to everyone around him for how they should address his paralysis.
Just as Howe reminds everyone, there is no time for fear or pity when it isn’t demonstrated by
the afflicted person themselves.
In most “overcomer” narratives, there is a moment when the protagonist doubts his
ability to triumph over seemingly insurmountable odds. This is evident in the second act, when
FDR confides in his wife, Eleanor, in three short monologues about his attempts at looking on
the bright side, his sense of fear as well as his sense of despair about his situation. As he explains
the benefits of his new modified wheelchair, he describes the loneliness he feels about his
situation:
FDR. Invalidism, (quickly) even temporary, is very lonely. I remember reading, “A sick
man wishes to be where he is not.” When you’re forced to sit a lot and watch
others move around, you feel apart, lonely, because you can’t get up and pace
around. I find myself irritated when people come in and parade all over the place.
I have to keep exercising self-control to prevent screaming at them to sit down,
quiet down, stand still. (41)
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Shortly thereafter when Eleanor redirects their conversation back to his recent confession of
loneliness, FDR opens up to her about his fears:
FDR. Often when you’re alone, certain fears seek you out and hunt for a place in your
mind. Well, you know I always (Crosses D.R.) had a small fear about fire. Since
this—that fear sometimes overwhelms me. I’ve nightmares about being trapped
and unable to move. I’ve been practicing crawling so I can be sure that in case of
fire I could get to a window by myself—or to a door or a flight of stairs. (42)
His final moment of doubt is when he confesses to Eleanor his actual reactions in those initial
days of his paralysis. After putting down his model ship, the stage directions indicate that he
wheels himself over to her and takes her hand:
FDR…Eleanor, I must say this, once, to someone. Those first days at Campobello, when
this started, I had despair, deep sick despair. It wasn’t the pain; there was much
more of that later on when they straightened the tendons in my legs. (Eleanor sits
U.L.C.) No, not the pain. It was the sense that perhaps I’d never get up again. Like
a crab lying on its back. I’d look down at my fingers and exert every thought to
get them to move. I’d send down orders to my legs and toes—they didn’t obey.
ELEANOR. (Kneels at FDR’s feet.) Darling—
FDR. I turned to my faith, Babs, for strength to endure. I feel I have to go through this
fire for some reason. Eleanor, it’s a hard way to learn humility, but I’ve been
learning by crawling. I know what is meant—you must learn to crawl before you
can walk. (Embraces Eleanor.) (Door slams offstage R.) (42-43)
Interestingly, Schary provides minimal substantive emotional support or response from Eleanor
to FDR’s confessions. These stark omissions, I believe, stem not from the reality of what
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transpired between the couple, but from the fact that Schary was more interested in driving home
the plight of his protagonist to his audiences. The success of this play is hinged on the fact that it
is historical, that is, everyone already knows the ending; thus, it relies solely on the emotional
journey of the main character.52 If Eleanor were able to comfort him, then there would be no
reason to continue with the play.
Up to this point, Schary has set the course for FDR’s heroic triumph from his disability—
first by establishing the tone by all those around him, next by his confessions of self-doubt, all of
which lead up to his next hurdle: the personal struggles leading up to his perseverance.
Throughout the second and third acts, FDR is confronted by challenges to his determination to
stand and walk again. The most notable of these challenges occurs at the end of act 2. In the final
scene of the second act, FDR has gotten into an argument with his mother, exclaiming at one
point, “Well, I’m not broken. I’m not settling for the life of an ailing invalid. And I will no
longer abide implications, innuendos or insinuations that I do so” (64). Act 2 ends with a long
description in the stage directions while FDR is alone onstage:
(…FDR sits for a moment. He is low and dispirited. Suddenly, he looks up and toward
the crutches. He is in his mind challenging his mother and what she has implied. He
decides to prove something to himself and to her. He quickly rolls his chair to his
crutches. …sets brakes on [his] wheelchair, puts up one crutch and then another,
attempting to rise off the chair by himself and onto the crutches. He is confident and
determined. He is half out of the chair when the crutch slips away from him and he
crumples to the floor. He lies there a moment, a look of sickening defeat and humiliation
and pain on his face. He rubs his legs. Then, alarmed, that he has been heard, he
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attempts to get back into his chair. This is not an easy task, but slowly, carefully, and
painfully, he manages—again almost meeting disaster, but finally overcoming his
obstacles, he makes the chair. He pauses, exhausted and in pain. …Slowly he leans back,
then stubbornly, he places the crutches before him and prepares to try again to rise from
the chair. As he struggles,
THE CURTAIN FALLS (65-66)
The culminating moment of triumph is at the end of the play when FDR walks to the podium, to
the roar of the crowd, described in the stage directions: “Slowly but strongly and surely FDR
walks those ten great steps. . . . [He] smiles broadly, basking in the warmth of this genuine and
wholehearted tribute to his appearance, his courage and his future” (84-85). It is this sense of
determination that Schary capitalizes upon knowing that FDR’s success in hiding his disability,
or also his heroic effort to overcome his disability, was so great that many Americans were
unaware that he had not fully recovered.
The last descriptor one might associate FDR with is that of the victim; predominantly,
victimhood remains a perspective of those characters with physical differences in plays within
the medical model. Schary, by the way he depicted FDR’s family and political advisors at the
time, challenged the label of victim for FDR. As John Gassner explains, “The F.D.R. delineated
in Mr. Schary’s play is a romantic figure; he is presented by the author as an American culturehero, and as such he pervades the play and gives it much of its glow.”53 In this way, the
demeaning perception predominately associated with physically disabled individuals is
surmounted. FDR is viewed as someone that surpassed victimhood to achieve the status of hero.
This is a significant shift in societal perceptions of physically disabled individuals because it

53

John Gassner, “Broadway in Review,” Educational Theatre Journal 10, no. 2 (1958): 127.

129

created an ultimatum of identity—that is, the continued proscription of victimhood or the “heroic
overcomer” whereby a disabled individual demonstrates their triumph over their impairment.
Paul Longmore writes in his book Why I Burned My Book and Other Essays on Disability about
this topic as he analyzes Hugh Gallagher’s book, FDR’s Splendid Deception. When describing
society’s changing views of disability, Longmore writes,
That image [i.e. the “heroic overcomer”] became and has remained the preferred,
even required, mode of self-presentation for people with physical and sensory (not
mental) disabilities. It involved an implicit bargain in which the nonhandicapped majority
extended provisional and partial tolerance of the public presence of handicapped
individuals so long as they demonstrated continuous cheerful striving toward
normalization.54
Sunrise at Campobello provided a compelling alternative to the victimhood of physical
disability. While this alternative perspective of disability is well intended, the reality is that such
a view is equally as detrimental to individuals with physical disabilities because of the unrealistic
standard it upholds. It carries the same overarching aim that is the basis of the medical model of
disability that individuals with physical disabilities are “fixable” in relation to some perceived
standard of normalcy.
After such a thorough analysis, it is easy to conclude that it is evident the medical model
of disability is just as outdated as Whose Life Is It Anyway? and Sunrise at Campobello. Unless
situated in an academic setting, or one equally as rigorous, where discussions surrounding
context and meaning can be thoroughly unpacked, any play that falls within the medical model
of disability ought to remain unproduced.
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Chapter 4: Identity Model
The definition of the identity model is best understood in its relationship to, and
distinction from, the medical model. In Charles Riley’s book, Disability and the Media:
Prescriptions for Change, he notes how the medical model “places disability in the category of a
deviance or illness that needs to be cured.”1 The medical model presumes that a person with a
disability is one who, with careful and dedicated attention, could be “fixed.” As awareness began
to emerge from the oppressive medical interpretations surrounding disability in the mid to late
twentieth century, a new demand for interpreting disability sprang forth. John Longmore’s
response to the question “what is disability” from his book Why I Burned My Book and Other
Essays on Disability succinctly summarizes the approach that disability scholars are currently
taking when addressing this issue. He writes,
Further, cultural values and social ideas about impairment and disability have
changed over time. A “cripple” on a public thoroughfare might have been seen as a
divinely punished sinner in the 1830s, a potential rehabilitant in the 1950s, a political
activist in the 1990s, and, in any era, a mendicant. The intricate interplay of those factors
indicates that disability is never simply limitation in social or vocational functioning,
never an objectively determinable, pathological clinical entity originating in the bodies of
individuals. Rather, defying simple definition, it is an elastic social category shaped and
reshaped by cultural values, societal arrangements, public policies, and professional
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practices. It is always an array of culturally constructed identities and highly mutable
social roles.2
In this way, the identity model emerged as a means of constructing theories of interpretation
about and surrounding disability that recognize it as, Toby Siebers suggests, a “cultural and
minority identity.”3 Furthermore, approaching physical difference and disability from an identity
perspective allows consideration for the greater diversity within humanity itself. In this way, the
identity model considers the wide variety of characteristics of personhood and strips the need to
relate to those who are physically different from a binary position of “abled” and “disabled.”
By calling attention to how portraits of physical difference were stereotyped, inaccurate,
demeaning, and often from an ableist perspective, experienced and knowledgeable theatre
practitioners began to change their approach and redirect portrayals of physical difference to be
more substantive and informed. The plays that I will use to demonstrate this shift are Mark
Medoff’s 1980 play Children of a Lesser God, Nina Raine’s 2010 play Tribes, and Deaf West’s
acclaimed 2015 production of Spring Awakening. This chapter will also discuss the general
accessibility of theatre buildings and how theatre communities are addressing accessibility for
those with a variety of physical abilities.
The debate between wanting to be viewed through an identity rather than medical
modality is often argued by the Deaf community. In “Hearing Difference Across Theatre:
Experimental, Disability, and Deaf Performance,” Kanta Kochhar-Lindgren’s differential
descriptions are instructive. “‘Deaf’ with a capital ‘D’,” she states, “identifies particular
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members of the Deaf community whose culture is passed through sign language; ‘deaf’ with a
lowercase "d" refers to those who have an audiological hearing problem, but who may not
consider themselves members of the Deaf culture.”4 Each of these plays demonstrates the
shifting perspective on how the Deaf community has been perceived and wishes to be perceived
by a predominately hearing theatre community.
In “Construction of Deafness,” Harlan Lane describes the disconnect between the ways in
which the Deaf and hearing communities perceive deaf people. Lane states, “As I argue in The
Mask of Benevolence (Lane, 1992), hearing people led to reflect on deafness generally begin by
imagining themselves without hearing—which is, of course, to have a disability but not to be
Deaf.”5 The Deaf community has long struggled, and still struggles, to express that they may be
a community of people unable to hear, but they are only “disabled” in environments where
people do not know the same language as they do—that is, sign language. Many in the Deaf
community argue that they constitute a different language community and face the same
discriminatory issues as would any group forced to attempt to assimilate into a community that
does not communicate by the same language as they do. By viewing these plays through the lens
of the identity model, it is clear how representation of physical difference is relative based on the
distinctiveness by which people associate themselves, and it is from this respectful place that
these plays are included in my discussion on those with physical differences. The positive shifts
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in representation of Deaf characters by theatre artists demands recognition in the overall positive
shift in portrayals of physical difference.6
Children of a Lesser God and Tribes have been chosen for discussion within the identity
model because they are two plays whose plots demonstrate the circumstances specifically related
to issues encountered by individuals within the Deaf and hearing communities, whereas Deaf
West’s 2015 production of Spring Awakening was a production that established a new standard
from which Deaf individuals as well as others with physical differences were incorporated into
the overall theatrical experience. These shows demonstrate the positive shift from viewing
physical difference as something that is contentious and to be pitied to one in which individuals
are active agents affecting change both within the world of their play and within the greater
theatre community.
In Children of a Lesser God, the deaf antagonist, Sarah, refuses to learn to lip read or
speak and will only communicate through American Sign Language, whereas in Tribes, the
hearing parents of the deaf protagonist, Billy, have purposefully never exposed him to or taught
him American Sign Language. As twenty-something (Billy’s age isn’t specified in the stage
notes), Billy has spent his life trying to communicate through speech learned while wearing
hearing aids that merely produce muffled white noise, which nevertheless must be supplemented
by lip reading. The upbringings of these two characters represent the opposites of possible
outcomes among children born unable to hear. The main theme in both plays is the clashing
perspectives of dependence and independence in the deaf and hearing communities. The clash is
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demonstrated in the climax of both plays over the protagonists’ and antagonists’ willingness, or
lack thereof, to learn the other’s language.
Children of a Lesser God was written by Mark Medoff and opened 30 March 1980 at
Broadway’s Longacre Theatre, where it was directed by Gordon Davidson with set design by
Thomas A. Walsh, John Rubinstein as James Leeds, and Phyllis Frelich as Sarah Norman.7 The
production won a variety of accolades, including Drama Desk Awards for Outstanding Actor in a
Play (John Rubinstein) and Best Play, Outer Critics Circle Awards for Outstanding Debut
Performance (Phyllis Frelich) and Outstanding New Broadway Play, and Tony Awards for Best
Actor in a Play (John Rubinstein), Best Actress in a Play (Phyllis Frelich), as well as best Play
(Mark Medoff).8 Six years after its closing, the play was adapted to film by Mark Medoff and
Hesper Anderson with William Hurt as James Leeds and Marlee Matlin as Sarah Norman.9 A
revival production staring Joshua Jackson as James Leeds and Lauren Ridloff as Sarah Norman
opened 11 April 2018 at Broadway’s Studio 54.10 It was nominated for a variety of accolades,
but the winner was only Lauren Ridloff, who won the Outstanding Debut Performance award by
Theatre World Awards.11
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The significance of this play in its relationship to the identity model is the censorship of
the deaf character. Throughout the play, many characters censor conversation from Sarah
Norman for their own selfish ends. Moreover, this play portrays multiple perspectives regarding
how deaf people were (and in some instances still are) treated by hearing people. Jackie Leach
Scully provides a concise discussion on the relationship between disability studies, disability
theory, and Deaf identity in her essay, “Deaf Identities in Disability Studies: With Us or Without
Us?”. In her section on “Deaf and/or disabled?” she breaks down the three major points:
Disability activists and theorists alike have worked to get across the message that
disabled people are “just like anyone else,” except for the disadvantage that follows from
their impairment; that disabled people have the same value, civil and political rights, and
can hold the same positions in society, as their non-disabled peers. Similarly, those deaf
people whose identity is as people “just like anyone else” but with a hearing impairment
can join with the disability movement in arguing that removal of social barriers will go a
long way towards removing the disablement caused by an audiological impairment.12
Essentially, what Scully is advocating as it relates to this play is that the deliberate breakdown in
communication reinforces the minority perspective of those that are different.
This argument that disabled people are “just like anyone else” is best portrayed in the two
interactions in act 1 between James and Sarah’s mother, Mrs. Norman. In the first, Mrs. Norman
is reluctant to be interviewed by James as she indicates these interviews are a repetitive
occurrence given the multiple teachers that have attempted to educate her headstrong daughter.
Their scene ends with Mrs. Norman calling attention to James’s ulterior motives:
JAMES. Mrs. Norman, Sarah’s twenty-six years old. The only reason they let her stay at
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the school at her age is because she works and goes through the motions of
attending classes. Did you know she’s a maid in the dorms?
MRS. NORMAN. No, I didn’t. I’m sure you have an alternative in mind, though.
JAMES. Well, her test scores indicate exceptional intelligence.
MRS. NORMAN. Come on, now say: There’s still time, there’s still hope.
JAMES. There’s still time, there’s still hope.
MRS. NORMAN. For what?
JAMES. For her to achieve the communication skills to get into college or at least a good
trade school.
MRS. NORMAN. Communication skills? In other words, you’re still trying to force her
to speak and lip read so she can pass for hearing.
JAMES. No, what I’m to force on her is the ability to function in the same world you and
I do.
MRS. NORMAN. As if that is something to aspire to. Now, will that be all, Mr. Leeds?
(13)
This initial interaction is significant because it establishes their vastly different ableist
perspectives—one in which James values the majority hearing community as inherently better
than the smaller deaf community Sarah is currently living within and against Mrs. Norman’s
defeatist and cynical view that Sarah has met her potential and nothing more can or should be
done in that regard.
Their second interaction is when Mrs. Norman calls her daughter “retarded” and James
comes to her defense. Their exchange takes place after Sarah has adamantly told James, “I don’t

137

need what you want to give me. I have a language that’s just as good as yours!” (18). James has
gone back to Mrs. Norman to determine why Sarah is so reluctant to learn to lip read and speak:
MRS. NORMAN. You don’t know what difficult is. Teaching speech to a retarded child
deaf from birth is impossible. Give up!
JAMES. Wait a minute. Sarah is not retarded! They just thought she was until she was
twelve.
MRS. NORMAN. First they said she was, then they said she wasn’t! What are they
saying now?
JAMES. That she’s only deaf.
MRS. NORMAN. Only deaf.
JAMES. She is not retarded! She’s capable of learning anything.
MRS. NORMAN. Then you teach her.
JAMES. That’s what I’m trying to do! Help me. Please. Tell me, did Sarah ever try to
speak?
MRS. NORMAN. She stopped trying when it became important to her how she looked to
my friends and most of all to her sister’s friends.
JAMES. How she looked?
MRS. NORMAN. Yes. She looked grotesque. She was afraid people would still think she
was retarded.
JAMES. Like you did.
MRS. NORMAN. I don’t know what I thought! I have stopped thinking about what I
thought! (26)
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On one hand, James’s attempt to stand up to Mrs. Norman and correct her antiquated notion that
deafness equals dumbness is worthy of applause; however, he is still approaching Sarah’s
deafness as a disability that ought to be corrected. These two interactions demonstrate the
struggle that many deaf individuals face when trying to establish their own sense of identity as
others are attempting to make the deaf individual “pass” in the majority hearing community.
In act 2 of Children of a Lesser God, James and Sarah, protagonist and antagonist,
respectively, begin to argue about something trivial; it turns incredibly heated when the
conversation escalates to Sarah’s unwillingness to lip read. James shouts at Sarah that her
problem is that she wants independence but cannot have it until she is willing to read people’s
lips: “Come on! Read my lips! What am I saying? Say what I’m saying! What. Am. I. Saying?”
(67). The stage directions describe how James, in utter frustration, pins down Sarah’s arms to
hinder her ability to sign. He shouts at Sarah:
JAMES. …(Sarah starts to sign something. He pins her arms. The rest of this is
unsigned.) Shut up! You want to talk to me, then you learn my language! Did you
get that? Of course you did. You’ve probably been reading lips perfectly for
years; but it’s just a control game, isn’t it? You can cook, but you can’t speak.
You can drive and shop and play bridge but you can’t speak. You can even make
a speech but you still can’t do it alone. You always have to be dependent on
someone, and you always will for the rest of your life until you learn to speak.
Now come on! I want you to speak to me. Let me hear it. Speak! Speak! Speak!
(She erupts like a volcano in speech. She doesn’t sign.) (67-68)
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After screaming incoherently in reply to James’s attack, Sarah leaves her husband, revealing
both her unwillingness to conform to the demands of “normal” society and her determination and
confidence in her own capacity for independence despite her auditory difference.
Robert Spirko’s “'Better You Than Me': Children of a Lesser God, Deaf Education, and
Paternalism" makes the astute observation that Sarah’s independence can only be gained through
speech; Spirko states, “Independence is a mainstream U.S. cultural value, but one that certain
subcultures do not share (not only the Deaf—one thinks of ethnic immigrants as well).”13 At the
end of the play, James and Sarah do not reunite. Instead, Sarah makes the point, “We would have
to meet in another place; not in silence or in sound but somewhere else. I don’t know where that
is now. I have to go it alone” (70). They then express their mutual love for one another. The play
ends with the hope that Sarah and James may yet be able to find that common ground. This play
is significant as it relates to the identity model because it demonstrates the need for a
predominately hearing audience to bear witness to the struggles of those that are deaf—struggles
that exist because of ableist biases that assume preferentiality toward what is familiar and in the
majority.
Nina Raine’s Tribes premiered in London at the Royal Court Theatre on 14 October 2010
with direction by Roger Michell, design by Mark Thompson, lighting by Rick Fisher, sound by
John Leonard, and performances by Kika Markham (Beth), Stanley Townsend (Christopher),
Roger Michell (Daniel), Phoebe Waller-Bridge (Ruth), Jacob Casselden (Billy), and Michelle
Terry (Sylvia).14 It premiered off-Broadway 4 March 2012 at the Barrow Street Theatre with
Robert Spirko, “'Better You Than Me': Children of a Lesser God, Deaf Education, and Paternalism" Peering
Behind the Curtain: Disability, Illness, and the Extraordinary Body in Contemporary Theater, eds. Kimball King,
and Thomas Fahy (New York: Routledge, 2002), 21.
13
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140

direction by David Cromer, sets by Scott Pask, lighting by Keith Parham, projections by Jeff
Sugg, sound by Daniel Kluger, and performances by Will Brill (Daniel), Russell Harvard (Billy),
Jeff Perry (Christopher), Susan Pourfar (Sylvia), Gayle Rankin (Ruth), and Mare Winningham
(Beth).15 Tribes received critical acclaim after both its London and New York premieres earning
many awards for its respective productions. Adam Hetrick notes, “Tribes received the Drama
Desk Award for Best New Play, the New York Drama Critics Circle Award for Best Foreign
Play and the Off Broadway Alliance Award for Best New Play. It also received an Olivier
Award nomination for its 2010 London debut.”16
In Tribes, the innately deaf protagonist Billy is plagued by the excuses offered by
antagonist Christopher, Billy’s father, who attempts to rationalize why he and his wife, Beth,
chose not to learn sign language or teach sign language to Billy. In act 2, scene 2, Billy confronts
his father. In doing so, he refuses to speak; he will only sign, and he has Sylvia, his hard-ofhearing girlfriend, translate his signing for his family. When Billy expresses to his family that
this moment is the first time they have paid attention to him and his opinions, Christopher barks,
“Look, the reason we didn’t learn sign wasn’t because we couldn’t be bothered, it was out of
principle. Out of principle, we didn’t want to make you part of a minority world.”17 Billy’s
response is that only learning to sign and communicating with other people who could sign was
how he finally felt like he belonged. He ends by signing, “I’m not hearing so stop pretending I
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am” (79). Throughout this scene, projections of the inner thoughts of all the characters and
signed conversations between Sylvia and Daniel have scrolled across various areas of the stage.
The scene ends in emotional upheaval represented on the projection, stating,
The surtitles “flatline”—
(82)
This metaphoric “lack of heartbeat” signifies the end of Billy’s relationship with his family. He
refuses to be a part of the family until they learn sign language, so he walks out.
Unlike the published manuscript of the play, printed prior to the 2010 London premiere,
the 2012 off-Broadway adaptation of Tribes ends on a hopeful note: as positive possibilities
existed between Sarah and James in Children of a Lesser God, so, too, do they exist for Billy and
his brother Daniel, who suffers a speech impediment. The play ends with Billy and Daniel alone
in the kitchen. Daniel’s stammer has returned, and he reveals that it came back shortly after Billy
left. Billy has come home after being prompted to do so by his girlfriend Sylvia. The two
brothers awkwardly avoid talking about the one thing they know they ought to discuss: the fact
that Billy has not spoken to his family since he moved out. It soon becomes impossible to ignore
the situation:
DANIEL. It’s weird…they’re kind of…familiar. I’m getting used to them.
Pause. When DANIEL next speaks his stutter is so bad, it is rather like BILLY’s
fragmented speech when his aids were running down. His speech is surtitled.
We don’t mind why you did it, Billy.
We don’t mind why you did it.
They don’t mind. No one minds.
They don’t mind. No one minds.
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We miss you.
We miss you.
SYLVIA comes in. DANIEL tries to say ‘hold my hand’ to BILLY, but fails, the
stutter won’t let him.
Please…
H—my h—h—
H—
H—
He gives up, simply holds out his hand. The gesture is surtitled.
Please, hold my hand.
BILLY does not move, does not take DANIEL’s hand. They look at each other.
BETH, CHRISTOPHER, and RUTH come in.
BETH….Billy…
BETH goes over and hugs BILLY, hard.
CHRISTOPHER. …Old chap…
CHRISTOPHER touches him on the shoulder. RUTH hugs him. They all part and
look at each other. SYLVIA stands slightly apart. After a pause, DANIEL speaks,
DANIEL. I want to…
What’s the sign for love?
BILLY. What?
DANIEL starts to try and speak, but again the stutter stops him.
DANIEL. What’s the—s—
What—
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Wh—
For—
BILLY. …What?
Slowly, DANIEL’s words turn to improvised signs as the stutter prevents him from
speaking.
DANIEL. What’s the—(He slowly finger-spells.) S-I-G-N for—
(He puts his fist to his chest, he mouths ‘love.’)
BILLY signs.
BILLY. Love. (95-97)
This poignant moment is half-stammered by Daniel and ends with him exasperated and
emotional. He has learned one sign, the sign for “love.” The final image in the off-Broadway
production is Daniel silently pounding his crossed arms over his chest, making the sign for
“love” to his younger brother Billy.
At the end of his essay, Spirko makes a valid remark that applies to both plays. He states,
“What Sarah[/Billy] demands is to be met on her[/his] own terms, in her[/his] own language, by
a culture that is always used to operating on its own terms, in its own language.”18 Spirko
concludes, “It is a utopian space that cannot yet be envisioned, only hinted at, between the
radical Deaf rejection of speech and the audist establishment’s insistence on speech as the only
real method of communication.”19 These two plays exemplify the shifting identity model by
demonstrating the change from the 1980s mindset in Children of a Lesser God as a
discriminatory depiction of deafness as a divisive problem to be “fixed,” to the 2012 depiction in
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Tribes that reveals the crumbling of such barriers through an underlying desire to communicate
love, which can bridge any language gap and cultural divide.
The resounding message in both plays is that everyone has a desire to be heard. Critics of
both plays used this as a means of discussing the poignancy of each play. The progression about
how critics write about the play also speaks volumes to the way our society has grown in its
understanding of those who are different. For instance, in Walter Kerr’s April 1980 review,
“Lesser God is the Find of the Season,” he writes,
As the two [James and Sarah] approach sex for the first time—after he’s risked
his neck and his job climbing a tree to her dormitory room—he automatically reaches to
turn off the lights. She protests, quickly, asking that he leave them on. Puzzled, he asks
why. “So we can talk,” she answers simply.
It is very odd indeed that the line should touch us and make us laugh at the same
time. But, you see, we’ve forgotten, just as Mr. Rubinstein has. Forgotten that between
these two conversation is possible only through a graceful and dynamic flutter of hands,
fluently if fleetingly winging words through space. From moment to moment we keep
taking it for granted that spoken words, including endearments, are coins readily
exchanged between them; from moment to moment we must be jolted to awareness,
awareness that she cannot hear him, that he can know her mind and heart only through
what is called “signing.”20
Today, Kerr’s verbiage about Sarah’s deafness could read as ableist and condescending. The
whole point of the play was to call attention to the forgetfulness of the hearing community and

Walter Kerr, “Lesser God Is the Find of the Season,” New York Times, 13 April 1980, ProQuest Historical
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their unconscious hearing biases. So, for Kerr to call attention to them in this way seems rather
ironic in how much he has missed the point. In contrast, Ben Brantley writes in his March 2012
review of Tribes:
Have you heard? Are you listening to me? What did you say?
Most of us ask variations on those questions at least a dozen times a day. But it’s
unlikely that they vibrate with the resonance they acquire in Nina Raine’s “Tribes,” a
smart, lively and beautifully acted new play that asks us to hear how we hear, in silence
as well as in speech.21
The shift in how Brantley alludes to the lack of auditory awareness commonly felt by many of
his readership is a superior means of catching the attention of the reader to then shift to verbiage
that is more inclusive in his opening paragraph—using words like “vibrate” and phrasing to
address how we are communicating both physically and verbally. This subtle shift over time
demonstrates how inclusivity education becomes a powerful tool to help incorporate and not
isolate those of various abilities and backgrounds. Mark Medoff’s insistence that Phyllis Frelich,
a deaf actress, portray Sarah and then Marlee Matlin, another deaf actress, take on the role in the
film, demonstrates how in the forty-year span between Children of a Lesser God and Tribes his
lifelong work (Medoff died in April 2019) brought awareness that there are talented performers
of various abilities that should be given the opportunity to portray characters with differing
abilities. Medoff paved the way for theatre audiences, including critics, to be more inclusive of
the range of stories about people within our community.
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This inclusivity is the cornerstone of Deaf West Theatre, which was founded in Los
Angeles in 1991. As their website notes, “Deaf West Theatre engages artists and audiences in
unparalleled theater experiences inspired by Deaf culture and the expressive power of sign
language.”22 Deaf West’s production of Spring Awakening began in a small black box theatre in
downtown Los Angeles; after interest from producers, the show moved to the Wallis Annenberg
Center for the Performing Arts in Beverly Hills.23 After much acclaim, it moved east to
Broadway’s Brooks Atkinson Theatre on 27 September 2015 and ran for 135 performances.
Based on the 1891 play Frühlings Erwachen by Frank Wedekind, Spring Awakening was
adapted to a rock musical in 2006 with book and lyrics by Steven Sater and music by Duncan
Sheik. Deaf West’s revival production was directed by Michael Arden, with choreography by
Spencer Liff, scenic and costume design by Dane Laffrey, lighting by Ben Stanton, projection
design by Lucy Mackinnon with Elizabeth Greene as the ASL Master/ASL Caption, along with
Shoshannah Stern and Anthony Natale as fellow ASL Masters, and Linda Bove as the ASL
Consultant. What sets Deaf West apart is their willingness to incorporate deaf and hearing
performers.24
The identity model hinges on the fact that our individual identity is intrinsically tied to
our collective one. Tobin Siebers describes it best in his conclusion in Disability Theory when he
explains that because of the advancements in disability studies theory, many believe the
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categorization of disability is “a constructed and yet objective social location.”25 I concur with
Siebers’s observations that “identities evolve relative to collective organization, gaining their
specific properties as part of a whole at the macro level.” He continues,
Identities are real because they represent direct responses to distinct and often verifiable
conditions of society, both positive and negative, but since they are not specifically
individualistic, organic, or functionalistic, they may survive beyond the time of their
usefulness or acquire both to provide higher organizations, although there also exist
identities that organize through actions of violence and exclusion particular to
communities, and the value of these identities is dubious, despite their ability to spark and
to preserve social cohesion. Most significant, identities possess two characteristics
usually considered mutually exclusive on their current theoretical scene: they are both
socially constructed and reference social reality.26
He goes on to describe succinctly how prominent theorists such as Carrie Sandhal, Sharon L.
Snyder, and David T. Mitchell fall within those categories. This fundamental understanding of
identity is important as it pertains to my definition of the identity model because it is how
theatre, specifically, is creating a sense of cultural community for those often felt to be minorities
within society. Most importantly, the identity model indicates how theatre is now creating
bridges between seemingly disparate communities. The identity model demonstrates how those
who identify as differently abled are merely a community within our greater society. Deaf West
Theatre encapsulates how they are using theatre as a means of connecting the minority Deaf and
hard-of-hearing community with the larger hearing one. During DJ Kurs’s TEDxBroadway talk

25

Siebers, 189.

26

Siebers, 189.

148

on 22 February 2016 entitled “Our ‘Limitations’ Are Actually Superpowers,” he makes it a point
to speak about Deaf West’s audition and rehearsal process:
We present theatre in ASL and spoken English in a seamless ballet that requires
extreme coordination between hearing and deaf actors. And we don’t always cast actors
that know sign language. Many of them have never met a deaf person until they step foot
in the audition room. Then they are ushered into a process that we have developed at
Deaf West Theatre that enables them to learn all of their lines in sign language in time for
their first show. Learning a new language requires you to let go of your fears and
inhibitions; it requires you to make a fool of yourself. As they’re learning to sign their
lines the hearing actors learn to work in step with the deaf actors they’ve been assigned to
voice for. We don’t present these actors as voice interrupters but as full-fledged
characters in the show. They learn a complicated system of signals and cues and it
requires an extraordinary amount of focus just to get everyone together at the same time.
It’s a very complicated process and in the rehearsal room there are two languages and
two cultures: the speaking and signing worlds and the hearing and deaf worlds. It’s a
challenge to bridge the divide, but there is a show to stage. We create a safe place for our
actors so that they can be vulnerable. When they are not afraid to show vulnerability, then
they aren’t afraid to take risks. And it’s this very process of taking themselves completely
and utterly out of their comfort zone that makes them grow to new heights as actors. And
through that process the actors become one unit and now the sky’s the limit.27
DJ Kurs, “Our ‘Limitations’ Are Actually Superpowers,” TEDxBroadway 22 February 2016.
https://www.tedxbroadway.com/talks/2017/1/11/our-limitations-are-actually-superpowers-dj-kurs. It should be
noted that DJ Kurs is Deaf, and this TEDxBroadway discussion was interpreted. The name of the interpreter was not
provided. I used the closed captioning for the video to transcribe correctly what was being signed by DJ Kurs;
however, the closed captioning did not provide punctuation. I have added punctuation for clarification. All
subsequent citations from this interview have had punctuation added for clarity.
27
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Later Kurs makes the point to share how in their marketing research for Deaf West productions
many of their audiences are hearing and attend because they wish to know more about sign
language; this leads him to this powerful statement I think directly correlates to the identity
model. Kurs signs, “People who knew nothing about our language and our culture stepped into
the theatre and left with a profound appreciation and understanding about us. They now know
that sign language was not just a means of communication but a deeply beautiful artform that
could redefine the Broadway musical.”28 This I think directly encapsulates the entirety of the
identity model. By an audience’s willingness to be receptive to new cultures and minority
identities in theatre productions, a newly redefined, inclusive theatre community can emerge.
The theatricality of this production is novel, and yet it harks back to once popular
dramatic theoretical techniques. The aim of Deaf West is to demonstrate how a hearing person
can engage and be impacted by musical theatre, but the d/Deaf person can as well. Peter Brook
describes it best when he wrote, “Music is a language related to the invisible by which a
nothingness suddenly is there in a form that cannot be seen but can certainly be perceived.”29
Perceiving the language of music is about how it is translated, the success of which is evident in
Deaf West’s production of Spring Awakening because of the way they utilize their performers,
change sightlines, as well as address lighting.
Accessibility is one of the barriers to inclusivity, and the production of Spring Awakening
had to address directly this issue when they offered the role of Anna to Ali Stroker. Theatre is
not a perfect institution; there is still room for change. What’s great is to see that from a 2001
roundtable discussion on accessibility to Deaf West’s 2015 production of Spring Awakening
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change is possible. In 2001, Kathleen Tolan moderated a roundtable interview discussing the
state of disabilities and the theatre. Participants were prominent disabled and able-bodied theatre
practitioners who focus on disability performance art. One of the first topics discussed was the
theatre space. Mike Ervin, a disabled playwright in the roundtable, commented, “You almost
never see a new [theatre] building that has a stage in it that is accessible. The theatre space, the
spaces for seating and such, may be the minimum of what the law requires, but the stage itself
will not be, which really says to me that we’ve been accepted as spectators so far, but not as
anybody that’s going to be a part of the show.”30 The architecture of the theatre space proves
society—and the theatre—continues to marginalize people with disabilities. Change is a slow
process, but of all the social institutions, theatre is the most communal of the art forms. Even DJ
Kurs mentions his initial hesitations to hiring Ali Stroker, a paralyzed actress who uses a
wheelchair for mobility, for Spring Awakening. Leading up to that moment, he mentions how
many young deaf audience members would come up to him after the show saying how much
they appreciated seeing part of themselves portrayed on the stage. Kurs discusses this toward the
end of his TEDxBroadway talk:
Each time this happened I couldn’t help but think about my dream to be a space
station designer. I realize now that in that process of pursuing this goal I was attempting
to work within a system that is not prepared to deal with people like me and instead of
changing the system, I changed myself and moved into the direction of less resistance
and I don’t regret where I ended up because I love my job, but I can’t help but wonder
what could have been. When Ali Stroker wheeled into that audition room on a hot
summer afternoon in Los Angeles of 2014, I admit my mind went there: “How would this
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work?” “Was the venue we had selected for the show going to be accessible to Ali?”
That’s how a producer thinks, but that’s also human nature. But we saw Ali’s talent and
we knew that Spring Awakening would be a better show with her in it. So we forged
ahead into the unknown and we offered her the role. We were confident we would figure
it out and we didn’t know it, but at that time Ali would go on to be the first performer in a
wheelchair on Broadway. I’m grateful that we didn’t lose out on the opportunity to
experience Ali’s talent, but there are more Alis out there who are waiting for the
opportunity to pursue their dream. There are children, our grandchildren, our friends and
our neighbors and we want to know that the world will welcome them and not just in the
ways that we are accustomed to. Today they’re able to watch an audio described or sign
language interpreted show on Broadway or into the theatre through an accessible ramp
but they can’t cast themselves in a Broadway role.31
This moment of having Ali onstage is important because in it we all can recognize, like Kurs,
that it is neither good nor bad to hesitate about the implications of how to be accessible; where
we should all strive to be is on the side of Kurs who was willing to go with the most talented
individual that auditioned and make any necessary accommodations as they were found wanting.
Because of Kurs, Ali Stroker is the first performer in a wheelchair to star in a Broadway show.32
Beyond the movement around the stage, the content of the play itself speaks to the need
for representation of differently abled bodies as sexual beings. Margrit Shildrick concludes in
Dangerous Discourses of Disability, Subjectivity and Sexuality, “Where the call for the liberation
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of disabled people from the hostile normativities of contemporary western society will, I believe,
focus increasingly on the restrictions and invalidation imposed on sexuality, the point surely is
not to rework existing definitions, but to look for something different, to take the risk of trying
out the untested and unexpected.”33 Spring Awakening is set in nineteenth-century Germany as
teenagers are coming to terms with their new-found sexual identities. Ali Stroker’s presence
onstage as Anna demonstrates for audiences that people with different movement abilities are
sexual beings. Highlighting Shildrick’s point, Kurs took a chance, and by hiring Ali, he
provided an unexpected layer to the content of the play, showing that those with differing
abilities are capable of the same awakening desires and all of the confusion and exhilaration that
comes with growing into a sexual person. Being differently abled isn’t only about being serious
and making these profound statements about movement ability. Sometimes, being in a
wheelchair can be funny. One small, humorous moment takes place during the song “The Bitch
of Living” where all of the young men sing of their unrequited desires. At one point, Otto sings,
“Then there's Marianna Wheelan—as if she'd return my call.”34 While Otto is singing, Ali
Stroker wheels across the stage not once looking at Otto, just smiles to the audience, and
continues her way as he looks after her longingly. As Ali describes it, one day in rehearsal,
Michael Arden simply asked Stroker to be Marianna, and it wasn’t until moments later she
realized the pun actualized by her wheeling across downstage as Otto sang.35
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Being able to communicate effectively is a necessity in theatre. The change in sight-lines
for the hearing and deaf actors to communicate to one another and to the audience reinforces the
idea that the theatre can simply reflect what is behind the fourth wall as well as break it. There
are more times when actors have their full back to the audience to maintain eye contact with the
performer to whom they are communicating. At the top of the show, Wendla Bergmann sings
“Mamma Who Bore Me” after which her mother comes in to see that she is dressed for the day.
Seeing that Wendla is in a short “kindergarten” dress, as Frau Bergman calls it, she insists she
must change (16). Throughout the song and this scene, two actresses work together to act and
voice the character of Wendla. Sandra Mae Frank is a deaf actress playing Wendla while Katie
Boeck plays guitar and voices Sandra’s lines. For much of the scene, Katie’s focus is on Sandra;
she is moving in ways that aren’t typical of actresses onstage who are taught to “stay open” or
told “not to upstage themselves.” On the contrary, it is vital for Katie to remain in direct eye
contact with Sandra, and if that means her sightlines forces her to stand “full back” to the
audience, then so be it. Katie does more than simply voice Sandra’s lines; she also helps embody
Wendla acting almost as the character’s inner guide. The scene continues,
WENDLA: Let me wear this one, Mama! I love this one. It makes me feel like a
little…faerie-queen.
FRAU BERGMAN: But you’re already…in bloom. (Off her look) Now, sssh. You made
me forget all our good news. Just imagine, Wendla, last night the stork finally
visited your sister. Brought her another little baby girl.
WENDLA: I can’t wait to see her, Mama.
FRAU BERGMAN: Well, put on a proper dress, and take a hat.
(Wendla starts out, hesitates.) (16)
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As Sandra, playing Wendla and Camryn Manheim, the actress who plays Frau Bergmann are
facing away from one another, Katie runs from her place, stationed behind the mirror, across the
room and stops Sandra from continuing to walk away. With only the stage directions as her
guide, Katie simply indicates Sandra should stop by putting her palm out in front of Katie, points
over Sandra’s shoulder back to Camryn at which point Sandra’s eyes widen and Katie simply
nods her head. Sandra turns, and the scene continues with Wendla asking her mother to explain
how childbirth really happens because she knows storks do not deliver babies (16). This
exchange creates an intimacy within the production because the actors are truly communicating
with one another, and they are simply allowing the audience to peek inside their “world.”
The opposite is also true for this production; there are moments when all the performers
are facing downstage and looking directly out to the audience as they sign and sing specific times
in the show. One powerful instance takes place in act 2 during the song “Totally Fucked.”
Throughout the song, Melchior Gabor sings and signs out to the audience, and during the chorus,
all the young men and women join him onstage. Interspersed in the scene, Melchior Gabor is
being questioned by Fräulein Knuppeldick, an associate of Headmaster Knochenbruch, and
Headmaster Knochenbruch, the boys' school headmaster. They are demanding to know if
Melchior wrote the long essay describing sex in graphic detail (74-76). The cast of young adults
are all standing on and around a moveable metal ladder where Melchior sings atop and during
the final interruption by Fräulein Knuppeldick, and as the Headmaster demands to know if
Melchior wrote the letter, they all break their eye contact with the audience, look up at Melchior,
and in unison shout “Yes!”(76). This triumphant moment acts as the catalyst for everyone to
spread out throughout the space and finish singing the song:
(Herr Knochenbruch gestures, and Melchior is led away. The lights go psychedelic.)
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MELCHIOR, BOYS AND GIRLS:
Yeah, you're fucked all right—and all for spite.
You can kiss your sorry ass good-bye.
Totally fucked. Will they mess you up?
Well, you know they're gonna try.

(And now even the grown-ups join the song:)
ALL:
Blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa
Blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa,
Blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa
Blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa . . .

Blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa
Blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa,
Blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa
Blaa blaa blaa blaa blaa . . .

Totally fucked! (76)

As they sing the “blaa blaa” part, the performers move downstage and begin making incoherent
signs and gestures, reinforcing their disdain for authority. In the final line of the song, “Totally
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fucked!” everyone freezes and looks up, breaking eye contact with everyone else. Here, breaking
the fourth wall, sightlines are a very powerful tool because the young adults represent the chorus
of doubts and reassurances Melchior is feeling as he is being confronted by these authoritarian
figures. During this anthem, the cast members are using direct eye contact to reach out to the
audience to create identification and connection—two things necessary to build belonging and
community among the variety of differing abilities that are represented both on and off stage.
Lighting is key to establishing focus and is crucial for d/Deaf audience members to see
what communication is transpiring between performers onstage. Ben Staton’s lighting design for
Spring Awakening highlights the positive ways in which lighting can help enhance
communication. In act 1, scene 11, Melchior and the young men are singing/signing “The Mirror
Blue Night,” and the stage is dimly lit:
BOYS:
Flip on a switch, and everything’s fine—
No more lips, no more tongue, no more ears, no more eyes.
The naked blue angel, who peers through the blinds,
Disappears in the gloom of the mirror blue night.

MELCHIOR:
But there’s nowhere to hide from these bones, from my mind.
It’s broken inside—I’m a man and a child.
I’m at home with a ghost, who got left in the cold.
I’m locked out of peace, with no keys to my soul. (55)
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At the beginning of the song, the young men have a faint blue up-lighting that shines focused
light on their torsos and hands. As Melchior begins to sing, the young women enter the stage
wearing gloves with lights on the tips of their fingertips, so as they sign, their hands hauntingly
flick through the darkness. This exceptional use of lighting reinforces the artistic possibilities
that this new, inclusive theatrical storytelling makes plausible.
Spring Awakening grossed a little over 9 million dollars during its 135-performance
run.36 It earned Astaire Award nominations for Outstanding choreographer in a Broadway Show
(Spencer Liff), Outstanding Ensemble in a Broadway Show, and Outstanding Female Dancer in
a Broadway Show (Sandra Mae Frank). It earned Drama Desk Award nominations for
Outstanding Choreography (Spencer Liff), Outstanding Director of a Musical (Michael Arden),
Outstanding Lighting Design for a Musical (Ben Stanton), and Outstanding Revival of a
Musical. It was the Drama League nomination for Best Revival of a Musical in 2016. It garnered
Outer Critics Circle Award Nominations for Outstanding Choreography (Spencer Liff),
Outstanding Lighting Design for a Musical (Ben Stanton), Outstanding Projection Design (Lucy
Mackinnon), and Outstanding Revival of a Musical. Michael Arden won an Outer Critics Circle
Award for Outstanding Director of a Musical. Daniel Durant and Austin McKenzie each won
Theatre World Awards. It also earned Tony Award nominations for Best Direction of a Musical

36

To provide some context by comparing the number of performances and grossed earnings of Spring Awakening to
its fellow 2016 Outstanding Revival of a Musical nominees, as of January 2017, Fiddler on the Roof had 431
performances and grossed over 49 and a half million dollars (http://www.playbill.com/production/fiddler-on-theroof-broadway-theatre-vault-0000014089); as of January 2017, The Color Purple had 450 performances and grossed
over 44 and a half million dollars (http://www.playbill.com/production/the-color-purple-bernard-b-jacobs-theatrevault-0000014109); and, as of July 2016, She Loves Me had 132 performances and grossed over a 11 and a half
million dollars (http://www.playbill.com/production/she-loves-me-studio-54-vault-0000014138).
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(Michael Arden), Best Lighting Design of a Musical (Ben Stanton), and Best Revival of a
Musical.37
In relationship to the wider impact that the show has had, star Daniel N. Durant, who
played Mortiz, responded to an interview question, “In your view, how has this production of
Spring Awakening changed people's perceptions of the deaf acting community?”:
What I am most often told from audience members is that when deaf actors are
portraying characters with hearing actors that use voice involved in that process, it
provides opportunities for a wider audience to share in the experience together, which is
the goal of theater: a shared experience that tells an important story… In this production
alone, we have several…co-character relationships. They all manifest differently, and yet
they all aim to accomplish the same thing: Communication. Theater is a perfect venue to
explore these new ideas and see what can be successful for the future of how we all
communicate with one another as equals at the table.38
Children of a Lesser God, Tribes, and Spring Awakening demonstrate that there is interest in
seeing shows that reflect the diversity in our communities. Communication is the key to
establishing lasting connections, and theatre has the power to establish a foundation for
meaningful dialogue among diverse populations.
The identity model is the last model presented because it is the last, chronologically
speaking, to be introduced as a theme in disability studies. It also acts as the partner to the
financial model because both models tend to have representative plays that strive to be more

37

Spring Awakening, Brooks Atkinson Theatre production Playbill Vault, playbill.com, accessed 1 July 2019,
http://www.playbill.com/production/spring-awakening-brooks-atkinson-theatre-vault-0000014137.
David Gordon, “Final Bow: Daniel N. Durant on the "‘Unique Experience’ of Starring in Spring Awakening,”
theatremania.com, 18 January 2016, accessed 18 June 2019, https://www.theatermania.com/broadway/news/finalbow-daniel-durant-spring-awakening_75625.html
38
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inclusive and balanced representations of those with differing abilities. While the subject matter
may be dated for some of the plays, by and large, they portray differently abled characters in
such a way that empowers feelings of connection, identification, and empathy within the
audience members.
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Conclusion
Theatre may have come far in curtailing the use of the image of a differently abled body
to a charitable/moral/medical end, but in all actuality the entire scope of stereotypes and lived
experiences, good and bad, of people living with these differences is only just beginning to find a
place onstage. The aim of this dissertation has been to demonstrate how theatre has represented
people with physical disabilities. It has done so by showcasing how theatre is the ideal
microcosm for how society can safely view those situations and people who are different from
ourselves. Furthermore, this study has shown how theatre can be an institution that takes the lead
on representing how the diverse spectrum of ability in our society should no longer be reduced to
a binary of those that are “abled” and those that are “disabled.” In “The ICF and Disability
Studies,” Jerome E. Bickenbach concisely articulates Barbara Altman’s findings regarding the
complexity of defining disability:
As Altman notes, although many of the definitions of disability found in scholarly
research are actually models in disguise, a properly constructed model should be the
basis, not for a definition, but for a suite of definitions, fit for different purposes.
Definitions grounded in models preserve their specificity for different purposes while
being mutually consistent. This is a difficult balance to achieve and maintain, but it is
optimal.1
This summary demonstrates how this dissertation has grounded a variety of interpretations of
physical disability into useful models to represent how theatre has aided in our understanding of
those who are differently abled.

Jermone E. Bichenbach, “The ICF and Disability Studies,” in Routledge Handbook of Disability Studies, eds. Nick
Watson, Alan Roulstone, and Carol Thomas (New York: Routledge, 2012), 53.
1
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By moving beyond the stereotypes found in the moral and medical models, theatre can
show the unique perspectives of all types of people in our society. Theatre can correct
misconceptions about people with physical difference. The financial and identity models
demonstrate how representations of physical difference onstage are impactful not just to the
audiences, but also to the very people putting on the production. They further prove that theatre
can be at the forefront of adapting to the shifts in societal expectations.
The financial model may have been rooted in charitable pity, but that isn’t its only
purpose. In an article written by the editors of American Theatre entitled “Disabled Artists
Launch National Theatre,” the co-executive director of the National Disability Theatre, Mickey
Rowe, explains that a National Disability Theatre is necessary now “because we need hope.”2 He
continues,
A company producing large-scale professional work run entirely by people with
disabilities will show the world that our differences really are our strengths. We will
impact industries beyond our own, demonstrating that people with disabilities can
efficiently and productively undertake professional work at the highest level and that
accessibility is not only right—but also profitable. We want to flip the script and
eliminate the single story of people with disabilities, showing that we are neither
inspirational nor charity cases, just powerful and ferocious professionals.3

American Theatre Editors, “Disabled Artists Launch National Theatre,” Theatre Communications Group, last
modified December 5, 2018, accessed June 17, 2019, https://www.americantheatre.org/2018/12/05/disabled-artistslaunch-national-disability-theatre/.
2

3

American Theatre Editors.
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Where the financial model stands now exemplifies how the business of theatre can be
economically profitable. Audiences are interested in seeing shows that represent the diversity of
our society.
Just as the financial model’s history is rooted in the stereotype of viewing those with
physical difference as charity cases, the moral and medical models are rooted in abhorrent
stereotyped representations of those that are different. While these two models will likely always
be tainted by those plays within their respective models that codify the historical
misrepresentations of the physically different, they have demonstrated that there are ways to
provide historical, religious and medical as well as scientific context within dramatic literature.
This history is not pleasant, but it is unwise to let it go ignored.
The identity model stands as the beacon for how far theatre has come since those
representations of physical difference in ancient Greek literature, Renaissance literature and art,
as well as the most recent modern antiquated morally bigoted views and the medical associations
that claim difference exists only to be corrected. The identity model provides for disability
studies scholarship a standard defined by the contributions made possible because of our
differences.
The importance of my study can best be summarized as it relates to how Sharon Snyder,
Brenda Jo Brueggemann, and Rosemarie Garland-Thomson describe the four ways that disability
operates. In their introduction to Disability Studies: Enabling the Humanities, Snyder,
Brueggemann, and Garland-Thomson state that disability “expands our ways of thinking about
the form, function, and appearance of the body; it complicates the ways we imagine national,
communal, and individual identities; it challenges assumptions about what is normative and what
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is marginal; it also adds further dimension to historical, psychological, and aesthetic inquiries.”4
Theatre is a “safe” means by which people have been and continue to be able to look fixedly at
those who are different. The identity model expands how audiences can think about the form,
function, and appearance of the body. It does so by presenting a spectrum of ability onstage for
audiences. The financial model challenges assumptions about what is normative and what is
marginal by proving that there is monetary interest in seeing productions with diverse casts and
characters. Both models add a further dimension to historical, psychological, and aesthetic
inquiries about disability because they move the conversation forward in challenging and
profound ways.
The aim of this study was to reimagine the potential for how models of discussion can
advance the dialogue about representations in theatre of those who are physically different. Both
the financial and the identity models demonstrated that individuals with physical differences are
capable of writing critically about what it means to be different. Those with physical differences
can produce and star in economically viable, award-winning shows. Most importantly, audiences
are eager to attend such productions.
Ideally, a “natural” model ought to be theatre’s aim where individuals are represented as
products of nature—no longer bound by finance, religion, science/medicine, or creed. A natural
model would branch out of the identity model insomuch that it would reflect upon all that is
usual and expected. Physical differences would no longer be a quality that ought to be isolated
from, or be different from, others. On the contrary, our differences would be shown onstage as
being a part of a continuum of representation of what it means to be human. Humans are

Sharon Snyder, Brenda Jo Brueggemann, and Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, eds., “Introduction,” in Disability
Studies: Enabling the Humanities (New York: Modern Language Association of America, 2002), 4.
4
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imperfect, and it is because of these imperfections that we must strive to do and be better. Edgar,
a character in Charles Mee’s A Summer Evening in Des Moines, encapsulates the capacity of
what theatre offers for humanity best as he sits on the front porch swing speaking with his
friends, Charlie and Mortimer:
…then theater is the art, par excellence,
in which we discover what it is to be human
and what is possible for humans to be.
(Silence.)
I say, you probably think
that theatre, properly conceived, is not an escape either
but a flight to reality, a rehearsal for life itself,
a rehearsal of these human relationships of which the most essential,
the relationship that defines most vividly who we are
and that makes our lives possible,
is love.5

5

Charles L. Mee, Jr., Summer Evening in Des Moines, Beyond Victims and Villains: Contemporary Plays by
Disabled Playwrights, ed. Victoria Ann Lewis (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 2006), 314.
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Appendices
Appendix A
SISTER. Good morning, Mr. Harrison. A new face for you today.
KEN. That’s nice.
NURSE. Hello.
KEN. Hello. I’m afraid I can’t offer you my hand. You’ll just have to make do
with my backside like all the other nurses. (They lower the bed.) Going down—
Obstetrics, Lingerie, Rubber wear. (They roll KEN over and start to massage his
back and heels with spirit and talc.) It’s funny, you know. I used to dream of
situations like this.
SISTER. Being injured?
KEN. No! Lying on a bed being massaged by two beautiful women.
SISTER (mock serious). If you go on like this, Mr. Harrison, I shan’t be able to
send my young nurses in here.
KEN. They’re perfectly safe with me, Sister. (The phone rings outside.)
SISTER. Can you manage for a moment, Nurse?
NURSE. Oh yes, Sister.
SISTER. Wipe your hands and put the pillows behind Mr. Harrison; we don’t
want to have him on the floor.
KEN. Have me on the floor, Sister, please. Have me on the floor. (SISTER goes
out.) What’s your name?
NURSE. Kay. (1974, 5-6).
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Appendix B
NURSE. Good morning, Miss. Harrison. A new face for you today.
CLAIRE. That’s nice. Hello, new face.
MARY JO. Hello. (NURSE operates bed to the flat position.)
CLAIRE. Going down—Orthopedics, Gynecology, Ladies Underwear…
NURSE. All right, Nurse, swing her around. Watch the cords. Watch the stool. (They
swing the bed around downstage.)
CLAIRE. Oh, yes, watch the stool, it’s on loan from Parke-Bernet, you know. (They fold
the sheets.)
NURSE. Now back with the sheets, nice and neat…Now the cradle goes next to the
cart…and the pillows to the stool…(MARY JO gets cream and begins to massage
Claire’s back.) Now good and brisk.
CLAIRE. You know, I used to dream of situations like this. But even in my most
perverse, erotic fantasies didn’t include the two of you, I’ll tell you.
NURSE (mock serious). If you go on like this, Miss Harrison, I won’t be able to send my
student nurses in here.
CLAIRE. Why not, Miss Anderson? Don’t you have fantasies?
NURSE. Miss Harrison!
CLAIRE. That’s right, how can I keep forgetting? With a sex life like yours, who needs
fantasies. (The telephone rings outside in Nurse Anderson’s office.)
NURSE. Can you manage for a moment, Nurse?
MARY JO. Oh, yes, Miss. Anderson.
NURSE. Wipe the cream off your hands and put these pillows behind Miss Harrison; we
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don’t want to have her on the floor.
CLAIRE. Have me on the floor? Oh, God, somebody have me on the floor…I remember
being had on the floor…It was nice that, being had on the floor. (NURSE
ANDERSON goes to her office to answer the telephone.) What’s your name?
(1981, 5-6).
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Appendix C
KEN. Terence, getting married? Who to? A lorry driver?
JOHN. Catty!
KEN. No. Bloody jealous. From where I’m lying, if you can make it at all—even with
your right hand—it would be heaven…I’m sorry…feeling sorry for myself this
morning…can’t even say I got out of the wrong side of the bed. Are you down to
the bone yet? …Anyway, how long will you be staying?
JOHN. Just till we go professional, man. (1974, 9-10)

Appendix D
CLAIRE. Winston, getting married? To whom? A truck driver?
JOHN. Bitchy, bitchy.
CLAIRE. No. Envy, envy. From where I’m lying, if I could make it at all, even by
myself, it would be heaven.
JOHN. We are feeling a little sorry for ourselves today, aren’t we?
CLAIRE. Can’t even say I got out of the wrong side of the bed. (JOHN laughs.) Anyway,
how long will you be staying?
JOHN. Just until we go professional. (1981, 10)
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Appendix E
KEN. …What chance have I of only being partly dependent on nursing?
DR. EMERSON. It’s impossible to say with certainty what the prognosis of any care is.
KEN. I’m not asking for a guarantee on oath. I am simply asking for your professional
opinion. Do you believe I will ever walk again?
DR. EMERSON. No.
KEN. Or recover the use of my arms?
DR. EMERSON. No.
KEN. Thank you.
DR. EMERSON. What for?
KEN. Your honesty.
DR. EMERSON. Yes, well…I should try not to brood on it if I were you. It’s surprising
how we can come to accept things. Dr. Scott has prescribed something which will
help. (To DR. SCOTT.) You might also get Mrs. Boyle along…
DR. SCOTT. Yes, of course.
DR. EMERSON. You’ll be surprised how many things you will be able to do. Good
morning. (They go in to the corridor area.) What dose was it you prescribed?
DR. SCOTT. Two milligrams T.I.D.
DR. EMERSON. That’s very small. You might have to increase it to five milligrams.
DR. SCOTT. Yes, sir. (1974, 15-16)
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Appendix F
CLAIRE. …What chance do you think I have of being only partly dependent on nursing?
DR. EMERSON. It’s impossible to say with certainty what the prognosis of any care is.
CLAIRE. I’m not asking for a guarantee on oath. I am simply asking for your
professional opinion. Do you think I will ever walk again?
DR. EMERSON. No.
CLAIRE. Or regain the use of my arms?
DR. EMERSON. No.
CLAIRE. Thank you.
DR. EMERSON. For what?
CLAIRE. Your honesty.
DR. EMERSON. Yes, well…I know it’s difficult, but I would try not to brood on it, if I
were you. It’s surprising how we can come to accept things.
CLAIRE. Oh, good, good.
DR. EMERSON. Dr. Scott has prescribed something which will help.
CLAIRE. Good, good.
DR. EMERSON (To DR. SCOTT). You might also get Mrs. Boyle along…
CLAIRE. Oh, yes, what a good idea. I wish I’d thought of that. Jot that down.
DR. SCOTT (To DR. EMERSON). Yes, of course.
DR. EMERSON (To CLAIRE). Listen, you’ll be surprised how many things you’ll be
able to do. Good-bye.
CLAIRE. Good. Good-bye. Thank you for coming. Lovely to chat with you. Do drop in
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again any time you’re passing. (DR. SCOTT, DR. EMERSON and NURSE
ANDERSON go into the corridor area.)
DR. EMERSON. What dose was it you prescribed?
DR. SCOTT. Two milligrams T.I.D.
DR. EMERSON. That’s very small. You might have to increase it to five milligrams.
DR. SCOTT. Yes. (1981, 15-16)
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Appendix G
KEN. Yes, in training school they probably learn that at the bottom of every bed pan lies
a potential Matron. Just now, for one or two glorious minutes, I felt like a human
being again.
DR. SCOTT. Good.
KEN. And now you’re going to spoil it.
DR. SCOTT. How?
KEN. By tranquilizing yourself.
DR. SCOTT. Me?
KEN. Oh, I shall get the tablet, but it’s you that needs the tranquilizing; I don’t.
DR. SCOTT. Dr. Emerson and I thought…
KEN. You both watched me disturbed, worried even perhaps, and you can’t do anything
for me—nothing that really matters. I’m paralyzed and you’re impotent. This
disturbs you because you’re a sympathetic person and as someone dedicated to an
active sympathy doing something—anything even—you find it hard to accept
you’re impotent. The only thing you can do is to stop me thinking about it—that
is—stop me disturbing you. So I get the tablet and you get the tranquility.
DR. SCOTT. That’s a tough diagnosis.
KEN. Is it so far from the truth?
DR. SCOTT. There may be an element of truth in it, but it’s not the whole story.
KEN. I don’t suppose it is.
DR. SCOTT. After all, there is no point in worrying unduly—you know the facts. It’s no
use banging your head against the wall.
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KEN. If the only feeling I have is in my head and I want to feel, I might choose to bang it
against the wall.
DR. SCOTT. And if you damage your head?
KEN. You mean go bonkers?
DR. SCOTT. Yes.
KEN. Then that would be the final catastrophe but I’m not bonkers—yet. My
consciousness is the only thing I have and I must claim the right to use it and, as
far as possible, act on conclusions I may come to. (1974, 18-19)
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Appendix H
CLAIRE. Yes, in training school they probably learn that at the bottom of every bedpan
lies a potential head nurse. Just now, for one or two really nice minutes, I felt like
a human being again.
DR. SCOTT. Good. (Attempts pill again.)
CLAIRE. And now you’re going to spoil it.
DR. SCOTT. How?
CLAIRE. By tranquilizing yourself.
DR. SCOTT. Dr. Emerson and I both agreed that you needed this.
CLAIRE. You both watched me—disturbed, worried even, that you can’t do anything for
me—nothing that really matters. I’m paralyzed and you’re helpless. This disturbs
you because you’re a sympathetic person and as someone dedicated to an active
sympathy you find it hard to accept that you’re helpless. The only thing you can
do is to stop me thinking about it—that is—stop me disturbing you. So I get the
tablet and you get the tranquility…
DR. SCOTT. That’s a tough diagnosis.
CLAIRE. Is it so far from the truth?
DR. SCOTT. There may be an element of truth in it, but it’s not the whole story.
CLAIRE. No, I don’t suppose it is.
DR. SCOTT. After all, there is no point in worrying unduly—you know the facts. It’s no
use banging your head against the wall.
CLAIRE. But if the only feeling I have is in my head and I want to feel, I might choose to
bang it against the wall.
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DR. SCOTT. And if you damage your head?
CLAIRE. You mean, go truly bananas?
DR. SCOTT. Yes.
CLAIRE. Ah, well, of course, that would be the final catastrophe but I’m not that far
gone. My consciousness is the only thing I have and I must reserve the right to
use it and, as far as possible, act on conclusions I may come to. (1981, 18-19)
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Appendix I
DR. SCOTT. He doesn’t want to take Valium.
DR. EMERSON. Doesn’t want to take it? What do you mean?
DR. SCOTT. He guessed it was some sort of tranquilizer and said he preferred to keep
his consciousness clear.
DR. EMERSON. That’s the trouble with all this anti-drug propaganda; it’s useful of
course, but it does set up a negative reaction to even necessary drugs, in sensitive
people.
DR. SCOTT. I’m not sure he’s not right.
DR. EMERSON. Right? When you prescribed the drug, you thought he needed it.
DR. SCOTT. Yes.
DR. EMERSON. And when I saw him, I agreed with you.
DR. SCOTT. Yes.
DR. EMERSON. It’s a very small dose—two milligrams T.I.D., wasn’t it?
DR. SCOTT. That’s right.
DR. EMERSON. The minimum that will have any effect at all. You remember I said you
might have to go up to five milligrams. A psychiatric dose, you know, is ten or
fifteen milligrams.
DR. SCOTT. I know, but Mr. Harrison isn’t a psychiatric case, is he?
DR. EMERSON. So how did you persuade him to take it?
DR. SCOTT. I didn’t.
DR. EMERSON. Now let’s get this clear. This morning when you examined him, you
came to a careful and responsible decision that your patient needed a certain drug.
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DR. SCOTT. Yes.
DR. EMERSON. I saw the patient and I agreed with your prescription.
DR. SCOTT. Yes.
DR. EMERSON. But in spite of two qualified opinions, you accept the decisions of
someone completely unqualified to make it.
DR. SCOTT. He may be unqualified, but he is the one affected.
DR. EMERSON. Ours was an objective, his a subjective decision.
DR. SCOTT. But isn’t this a case where a subjective decision may be more valid? After
all, you’re both working on the same subject—his body. Only he knows more
about how he feels.
DR. EMERSON. But he doesn’t know about the drugs and their effects.
DR.SCOTT. He can feel their effects.
DR. EMERSON. Makes no difference. His knowledge isn’t based on experience of a
hundred such cases. He can’t know enough to challenge our clinical decisions.
(1974, 23-24)
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Appendix J
DR. SCOTT. She doesn’t want to take Valium.
DR. EMERSON. Doesn’t want to take it? What do you mean?
DR. SCOTT. She guessed it was some sort of tranquilizer and said she preferred to keep
her consciousness clear.
DR. EMERSON. That’s the trouble with all this anti-drug propaganda; it’s useful, of
course, but it does set up a negative reaction to even necessary drugs, in sensitive
people.
DR.SCOTT. I’m not sure she’s not right.
DR. EMERSON. When you prescribed the drug, you thought she needed it.
DR. SCOTT. Yes.
DR. EMERSON. It’s a very small dose—two milligrams T.I.D., wasn’t it?
DR. SCOTT. That’s right.
DR. EMERSON. The minimum that will have any effect at all. You remember I said you
might have to go up to five milligrams. A psychiatric dose, as you know, is ten or
fifteen milligrams.
DR.SCOTT. I know, but she isn’t a psychiatric case, is she?
DR. EMERSON. So, how did you persuade her to take it?
DR. SCOTT. I didn’t.
DR. EMERSON. Now, let’s get this clear. This morning when you examined her, you
came to a careful and responsible decision that your patient needed a certain drug.
DR. SCOTT. Yes.
DR. EMERSON. I saw the patient and I agreed with your prescription.

198

DR. SCOTT. Yes.
DR. EMERSON. And yet in spite of two qualified opinions, you accept the decisions of
someone completely unqualified to make it.
DR. SCOTT. She may be unqualified, but she is the one affected.
DR. EMERSON. Ours was an objective, hers a subjective decision.
DR. SCOTT. But isn’t this a case where a subjective decision may be more valid? After
all, you’re both working on the same subject—her body. Only she knows more
about how she feels.
DR. EMERSON. She does not know about the drugs and their effects.
DR.SCOTT. She can feel their effects directly.
DR. EMERSON. Makes no difference. Her knowledge isn’t based on experience of a
hundred such cases. She can’t know enough to challenge our clinical decisions.
(1981, 20-22)

199

Appendix K
MRS. BOYLE. Why don’t you want any more treatment?
KEN. I’d rather not go on living like this.
MRS. BOYLE. Why not?
KEN. Isn’t it obvious?
MRS. BOYLE. Not to me. I’ve seen many patients like you.
KEN. And they all want to live?
MRS. BOYLE. Usually.
KEN. Why?
MRS. BOYLE. They find a new way of life.
KEN. How?
MRS. BOYLE. You’ll be surprised how many things you will be able to do with training
and a little patience.
KEN. Such as?
MRS. BOYLE. We can’t be sure yet. But I should think that you will be able to operate
reading machines and perhaps an adapted typewriter.
KEN. Reading and writing. What about arithmetic?
MRS. BOYLE (smiling). I dare say we could fit you up with a comptometer if you really
wanted one.
KEN. Mrs. Boyle, even educationalists have realized that the three r’s do not make a full
life.
MRS. BOYLE. What did you do before the accident?
KEN. I taught in art school. I was a sculptor.
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MRS. BOYLE. I see.
KEN. Difficult, isn’t it? How about an electrically operated hammer and chisel? No, well.
Or a cybernetic lump of clay?
MRS. BOYLE. I wouldn’t laugh if I were you. It’s amazing what can be done. Our
scientists are wonderful.
KEN. They are. But it’s not good enough, you see, Mrs. Boyle. I really have absolutely
no desire at all to be the object of scientific virtuosity. I have thought things over
very carefully. I do have plenty of time for thinking and I have decided that I do
not want to go on living with so much effort for so little result.
MRS. BOYLE. Yes, well, we shall have to see about that.
KEN. What is there to see?
MRS. BOYLE. We can’t just stop treatment, just like that.
KEN. Why not?
MRS. BOYLE. It’s the job of the hospital to save life, not to lose it.
KEN. The hospital’s done all it can, but it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t the hospital’s fault;
the original injury was too big.
MRS. BOYLE. We have to make the best of the situation.
KEN. No. We don’t have to do anything. I have to do what is to be done and that is to
cash in the chips.
MRS. BOYLE. It’s not unusual, you know, for people injured as you have been, to suffer
with this depression for a considerable time before they begin to see that a life is
possible.
KEN. How long?

201

MRS. BOYLE. It varies.
KEN. Don’t hedge.
MRS. BOYLE. It could be a year or so.
KEN. And it could last for the rest of my life.
MRS. BOYLE. That would be most unlikely,
KEN. I’m sorry, but I cannot settle for that.
MRS. BOYLE. Try not to dwell on it. I’ll see what I can do to get you started on some
occupational therapy. Perhaps we could make a start on the reading machines.
KEN. Do you have many books for those machines?
MRS. BOYLE. Quite a few.
KEN. Can I make a request for the first one?
MRS. BOYLE. If you like.
KEN. “How to be a Sculptor with no Hands.”
MRS. BOYLE. I’ll be back tomorrow with the machine.
KEN. It’s marvelous you know.
MRS. BOYLE. What is?
KEN. All you people have the same technique. When I say something really awkward
you just pretend I haven’t said anything at all. You’re all the bloody same…Well,
there’s another outburst. That should be your cue to comment on the light-shade
or the color of the walls.
MRS. BOYLE. I’m sorry if I have upset you.
KEN. Of course you have upset me. You and the doctors with your appalling so-called
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professionalism, which is nothing more than a series of verbal tricks to prevent
you relating to your patients as human beings.
MRS. BOYLE. You must understand; we have to remain relatively detached in order to
help…
KEN. That’s all right with me. Detach yourself. Tear yourself off the dotted line that
divides the woman from the social worker and post yourself off to another patient.
MRS. BOYLE. You’re very upset…
KEN. Christ Almighty, you’re doing it again. Listen to yourself, woman. I say something
offensive about you and you turn your professional cheek. If you were human, if
you were treating me as a human, you’d tell me to bugger off. …(1974, 31-34)
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Appendix L
MRS. BOYLE. Why don’t you want any more treatment?
CLAIRE. Because I would rather not go on living like this.
MRS. BOYLE. Why not?
CLAIRE. Isn’t it obvious?
MRS. BOYLE. Not to me. I’ve seen many patients like you.
CLAIRE. And they all want to live?
MRS. BOYLE. Usually.
CLAIRE. Why?
MRS. BOYLE. They find a new way of life.
CLAIRE. How?
MRS. BOYLE. Miss Harrison, you’re going to be surprised at all the things you will be
able to do with training and a little patience.
CLAIRE. Such as?
MRS. BOYLE. We can’t be sure yet. But I should think that you will be able to operate
reading machines and perhaps an adapted typewriter.
CLAIRE. Reading and writing. What about arithmetic?
MRS. BOYLE (smiling). I think we could fit you up with a calculator if you really
wanted one.
CLAIRE. Gee and wow! Mrs. Boyle, even educators have recognized that the three r’s do
not make a full life.
MRS. BOYLE. What did you do before the accident?
CLAIRE. I taught in art school. I was a sculptor.
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MRS. BOYLE. I see.
CLAIRE. Yes. That is a tricky one, isn’t it? Well, let’s think. I know. How about an
electrically operated hammer and chisel? (She laughs. MRS. BOYLE does not join
in.)
MRS. BOYLE. I wouldn’t laugh if I were you.
CLAIRE. No, I think you probably wouldn’t.
MRS. BOYLE. Our scientists are wonderful.
CLAIRE. They are. But it’s not good enough, you see. I really have no desire at all to be
the object of scientific virtuosity. I have thought things over very carefully. I do
have plenty of time for thinking and I have decided that I would rather not go on
living with so much effort for so little result.
MRS. BOYLE. Well, we’ll have to see about that.
CLAIRE. What is there to see?
MRS. BOYLE. Look, we can’t just stop treatment, just like that.
CLAIRE. Why not?
MRS. BOYLE. It’s the job of the hospital to save life, not to lose it.
CLAIRE. The hospital’s done all it can, but it wasn’t enough.
MRS. BOYLE. We have to make the best of the situation.
CLAIRE. No. “We” don’t have to do anything. I have to do what is to be done and that is
to throw in the towel.
MRS. BOYLE. It’s not unusual, you know, for people injured as you are to suffer with
this depression for a considerable time before they begin to see that a life is
possible.
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CLAIRE (cutting her off). How long?
MRS. BOYLE. It varies.
CLAIRE. Don’t hedge.
MRS. BOYLE. It could be a year or so.
CLAIRE. And it could last for the rest of my life.
MRS. BOYLE. That would be most unlikely,
CLAIRE. Well, I can’t settle for that.
MRS. BOYLE. You try not to dwell on it and I’ll see what I can do to get you started on
some occupational therapy. Perhaps we could make a start on the reading
machine.
CLAIRE. Do you have a lot books for that machine?
MRS. BOYLE. Oh, yes, quite a few.
CLAIRE. Can I make a request for the first one?
MRS. BOYLE. If you like.
CLAIRE. “Teaching Yourself Sculpting With No Hands!”
MRS. BOYLE. I’ll be back tomorrow with the machine.
CLAIRE. Oh, God, it is marvelous you know that.
MRS. BOYLE. What is?
CLAIRE. All you people have the same technique. When I say something really
awkward you just pretend I haven’t said anything at all. You’re all the goddamn
same…well, come on, there’s another outburst, that should be your cue to
comment on the lampshade or the color of the walls.
MRS. BOYLE. I’m sorry if I have upset you.
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CLAIRE. Of course you’ve upset me. You and your so-called professionalism, which is
nothing but a series of verbal tricks to prevent you from relating to your patients
as human beings.
MRS. BOYLE. You must understand; we have to remain relatively detached in order to
help…
CLAIRE. That’s fine with me. You just go ahead and detach yourself.
MRS. BOYLE. You’re very upset…
CLAIRE. Christ Almighty, you’re doing it again. Listen to yourself. I say something
offensive about you and you turn your professional cheek. If you were human, if
you were treating me as a human being, you’d tell me to screw off. …(1981, 2830)
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Appendix M
KEN. How did you? …Oh, I suppose Sister checked with you.
DR. SCOTT. She did mention it…
KEN. You have lovely breasts.
DR. SCOTT. I beg your pardon?
KEN. I said you have lovely breasts.
DR. SCOTT. What an odd thing to say.
KEN. What? You’re not only a doctor are you? You can’t tell me that you regard them as
only mammary glands.
DR. SCOTT. No.
KEN. You’re quite safe.
DR. SCOTT. Of course.
KEN. I’m not about to jump out of bed and rape you or anything.
DR. SCOTT. I know.
KEN. Did I embarrass you?
DR. SCOTT. Surprised me.
KEN. And embarrassed you.
DR. SCOTT. I suppose so.
KEN. But why exactly? You are an attractive woman. I admit that it’s unusual for a man
to compliment a woman on her breasts when only one of them is in bed, only one of
the people, that is, not one of the breasts, but that wasn’t the reason, was it?
DR. SCOTT. I don’t think it helps you to talk like this.
KEN. Because I can’t do anything about it, you mean.
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DR. SCOTT. I didn’t mean that exactly.
KEN. I watch you walking in the room, bending over me, tucking in your sweater. It’s
surprising how relaxed a woman can become when she is not in the presence of a
man.
DR. SCOTT. I am sorry if I provoked you…I can assure you…
KEN. You haven’t “provoked” me as you put it, but you are a woman and even though
I’ve only a piece of knotted string between my legs, I still have a man’s mind. One
change that I have noticed is that I now engage in sexual banter with young nurses,
searching for the double entendre in the most innocent remark. Like a sexually
desperate middle-aged man. Then they leave the room and I go cold with
embarrassment. It’s fascinating isn’t it? Laughable. I still have tremendous sexual
desire. Do you find that disgusting?
DR. SCOTT. No.
KEN. Pathetic?
DR. SCOTT. Sad (1974, 37-38).
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Appendix N
CLAIRE. How did you know? Ah, yes, Miss Anderson checked with you first.
DR. SCOTT. She did mention it…
CLAIRE. Do you like my breasts?
DR. SCOTT. I beg your pardon?
CLAIRE. Do you like my breasts?
DR. SCOTT (pause, embarrassed). What an odd thing to say.
CLAIRE. Why? I know you are a doctor but are you telling me you regard them only as
mammary glands?
DR. SCOTT. Well, I …
CLAIRE. You never noticed?
DR. SCOTT. Your anatomy is very…You are a beautiful woman.
CLAIRE. You’re not bad yourself. You’re perfectly safe, you know.
DR. SCOTT. Of course.
CLAIRE. You do understand then, that I’m not going to leap out of bed and rape you or
anything.
DR. SCOTT. I know.
CLAIRE. Did it embarrass you?
DR. SCOTT. Surprised me.
CLAIRE. And embarrassed you.
DR. SCOTT. I suppose so.
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CLAIRE. But why exactly? I admit that it’s unusual to ask a man to compliment a
woman on her breasts when only one of them is in bed. One of the people, I mean,
not one of the breasts. But that wasn’t the reason, was it?
DR. SCOTT. I don’t think it helps you to talk like this.
CLAIRE. Because I can’t do anything about it, you mean.
DR. SCOTT. I didn’t mean that exactly.
CLAIRE. You know, I watch you walking around the room, bending over me, examining
my body. It’s amazing how relaxed a man can be when he is not in the presence of a
woman.
DR. SCOTT. I am sorry if I provoked you…I can assure you…
CLAIRE. You haven’t “provoked” me, as you put it, but you are a man and even though
I’ve no feeling in my body, I still have a woman’s mind. One change that I have
noticed is that I now engage in sexual banter with young orderlies, searching for the
double entendre in the most innocent remark. Like a sexually desperate old crone.
Then they leave the room and I go cold with embarrassment. It’s fascinating isn’t it?
Well, laughable really, that I should still have tremendous sexual desire. Do you find
that disgusting?
DR. SCOTT. No.
CLAIRE. Pathetic?
DR. SCOTT. Sad. (CLAIRE starts to break, pulls herself together.) (1981, 33-34)
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